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Introduction 


[The Stoics] compare philosophy to an animal, likening logic to the 
bones and sinews, ethics to the fleshier parts, and physics to the soul. 
—Diogenes Laertius 


Appreciating how exactly Gilles Deleuze appropriates concepts from 
ancient Greek philosophy, and from Hellenistic physics in 
particular, is crucial for grasping the significance of some of his best 
known and most important arguments, and for getting a sense of 
the shape of his thought as a whole. Deleuze develops many key 
concepts, like “event,” “sense,” “difference,” “stratification,” 
“problem,” “differential,” “the virtual,” and “image of thought,” in 
conversation with Plato, Chrysippus, Aristotle, and Epicurus. 

Although Deleuze notoriously advocates the “reversal of 
Platonism,” this book moves beyond the prominence of Plato and 
focuses on his readings of the Stoics, Aristotle, and Epicurus. The 
influence of these other ancient Greek sources on Deleuze has 
remained less well understood (although by no means completely 
ignored), possibly because his references to them tend to be allusive 
and oblique. Deleuze’s considerable classical erudition is often 
confined to footnotes, brief name-checks, or staggeringly condensed 
arguments. Part of my purpose here is, therefore, to reconstruct and 
critically evaluate Deleuze’s interpretations of these philosophers in 
light of the extant texts and contemporary scholarship on Greek 
philosophy. 

My approach combines an appreciation of Deleuze’s wariness of 
the history of philosophy as a merely reproductive discipline, and 
his idiosyncratic approach to what he calls the historical 
“mediators” (intercesseurs) of his own thought, with the rich 
philological, linguistic, and logical methods of analytic history of 
philosophy. This tack reveals not only how important the Stoics and 


Epicureans are to Deleuze—the influence of the latter seems to have 
been seriously underappreciated—but also how these Hellenistic 
sources explain Deleuze’s characteristic ambition to treat thought 
and nature—nous and phusis, the theory of ideas and of biological 
genesis, idealism and naturalism—as inextricably linked. The 
manner in which he reads Hellenistic physics reveals why it is that 
Deleuze’s concern for what he calls images of thought (the dogmatic 
one he criticizes and the alternative, “problematic” or “chaotic” one 
he advocates) goes hand in hand with a concern for, so to speak, 
images of nature. Treating Deleuze as a voice in the commentary 
tradition on ancient Greek philosophy is the method, but the result 
is to reveal the connection between Deleuze’s concern for images of 
thought and the philosophy of nature. 


The history of philosophy and the dogmatic image of 
thought 


Deleuze was deeply ambivalent about the history of philosophy as a 
discipline. He once gloomily mused: 


The history of philosophy has always been the 
agent of power in philosophy, and even in 
thought. It has played the repressor’s role; how 
can you think without having read Plato, 
Descartes, Kant and Heidegger, and so-and-so’s 
book about them? A formidable school of 
intimidation which manufactures specialists in 
thought—but which also makes those who stay 
outside conform all the more to this specialism 
which they despise. An image of thought called 
philosophy has been formed historically and it 
effectively stops people from thinking. (D 13) 


When Deleuze talks about “images of thought,” he is usually 
concerned with showing what they suppress and exclude. As a 
methodological notion, the image of thought basically means a set 


of assumptions at work about what thought is supposed to be, what 
counts as thought, or what thinking properly is. The dominant image 
of thought is inevitably normative and value laden; Deleuze says 
“dogmatic” and “moral” (DR 131). How can the oppressive image 
involved in the history of philosophy liberate thought and develop 
its untapped potentials? 

Western philosophy, since at least Plato, Deleuze claims, has been 
bound by a traditional, classical image of thought. In Difference and 
Repetition, he articulates eight postulates, which “crush thought 
under an image which is that of the Same and the Similar in 
representation, [and] profoundly betrays what it means to think” 
(DR 167). Elsewhere he boils it down to three interrelated beliefs: 


1. We are told that the thinker as thinker wants and 
loves truth ... that thought as thought possesses or 
formally contains truth ... that thinking is the 
natural exercise of a faculty ... 

2. We are also told that we are “diverted” from the 
truth but by forces which are foreign to it (body, 
passions, sensuous interests). ... 

3. We are told, finally, that all we need to think well, 
to think truthfully, is a method ... through which 
we adhere to this nature [of thought] and ward off 
the effect of the alien forces which alter it and 
distract us. (NP 96-7) 


That is, the dogmatic image consists in the assumption that 
everybody already knows what it means to think, and that thinking 
means voluntarily divesting oneself of presuppositions and physical 
distractions in order to pursue the truth consistently with one’s 
nature as a thinker. Many commentators (Smith 1996; Lambert 
2012; Zourabichvili 2012) contrast the postulates of the dogmatic 
image with a Deleuzian alternative, a way of thinking that is not 
hampered by these presuppositions and that can therefore tap into 
suppressed possibilities of thought. Thinking would not be a 
voluntary and natural exercise but a response to encounters with 
external forces, the consequence of compulsion or shock rather than 


a matter of correct method. This alternative represents a “new 
image of thought” (NP 98) or, more decisively, a “thought without 
image” (DR 167). It is an anti-image of thought. Francois 
Zourabichvili names it paradoxically: “the image of a thought 
without image” (2012: 89). 

Deleuze never ceased investigating the possibility of such an 
alternative—from the books on Proust and Nietzsche of the 
mid-1960s to What is Philosophy?, his final meta-philosophical work 
with Guattari. The difference between the dogmatic image of 
thought and its alternative can be put in terms of the difference 
between thinking that begins with, and therefore requires, 
recognition, and thinking that begins with an encounter with the 
strange, unprecedented, and unrecognized. Appropriately, in the 
first of many conceptual debts to ancient Greek philosophy, Deleuze 
owes this distinction to Plato, whom he quotes directly (DR 138-42; 
NP 101, 197 n. 33; PS 64). In the Republic, Socrates describes two 
kinds of sensations, those that provoke thought and those that 
don’t: “some sense perceptions don’t provoke thought to look into 
them because the judgment of sense perception is itself adequate, 
while others encourage it in every way to look into them, because 
sense perception seems to produce no sound result” (523a-b, cf. 
524d). Socrates calls the latter “provocatives” (parakalounta) 
(523c). For example, it’s possible to recognize the difference 
between the index and the ring finger without being challenged to 
conceive of what a finger really is, to ask the properly philosophical 
question, “ti esti?” The idea is that non-provocative sensations, like 
perceiving the difference between two fingers, take the important 
(and often really difficult) philosophical questions for granted 
because they unproblematically refer to something immediately 
recognizable. This is not so, however, with vague predicates like 
“greatness” and “smallness” or “lightness” and “hardness.” 
Whatever such predicates refer to is confused rather than distinct. 
Thus the use of such predicates forces us to ask, “ti esti?,” to think 
about what largeness and softness really are. For Plato, vague 
predicates not only challenge thought to consider what it normally 
takes for granted, but also provide the first intimation of the 
difference between the sensible and the intelligible realms, and so 
start thought on its journey toward the intelligible ideas (524c). 

For Deleuze, as for Plato, thinking really begins with this 
encounter with the provocative, strange, vague, and unrecognized. 


Deleuze’s idea is that thinking that conforms with the image of 
thought never finds anything other than what is recognizable. But 
Deleuze goes farther than Plato in the sense that breaking with this 
paradigm of recognition requires more than simply the good will of 
the thinker. Whatever thought voluntarily undertakes to think about, 
according to Deleuze, turns out to be something that doesn’t 
challenge it to think at all. Deleuze’s notion of the dogmatic image 
of thought entails that the pre-philosophical conception of what 
thinking means (divesting oneself of presuppositions in order to 
better pursue the truth) is exhausted in convention, opinion, and 
the banal clichés of what he calls ordinary “stupidity” (NP 98; DR 
150-53). The “voluntarist” image does not really exercise thought. 
Thought is really exercised when you cannot just anticipate or 
unproblematically recognize everything there is to think before the 
fact of thinking it. This is something that only the “involuntarist” 
anti-image of thought can do, by galvanizing it, rousing it from its 
dogmatic slumber (Aarons 2012). Deleuze says, “there is only 
involuntary thought” (DR 139). 

For this reason, in the preface to Difference and Repetition, Deleuze 
archly remarks that producing a work of philosophy should be like 
writing science fiction (DR xx), since it is impossible to write except 
about “those things one doesn’t know, or knows badly” (DR xxi). 
Philosophical writing, if it contains any real thinking, must be 
situated on this threshold of the unrecognized. What thought 
“encounters,” in Deleuze’s terminology, is a problem. I will talk 
about problems in detail in subsequent chapters, but for now suffice 
it to say that Deleuze thinks that problems have been historically 
misunderstood as products of preexisting conceptual frameworks, of 
which they are in fact productive. That is, being forced to think by 
problems is not a misfortune, nor simply a lacuna of knowledge, but 
a positive event. 

What does this have to do with the history of philosophy? For 
Deleuze, the operative “image of thought” for an historian of 
philosophy, as conventionally understood, is likeness. Deleuze 
compares writing in the history of philosophy to doing intellectual 
portraiture: 


The history of philosophy isn’t a particularly 
reflective discipline. It’s rather like portraiture in 


painting. Producing mental, conceptual portraits. 
As in painting, you have to create a likeness, but 
in a different material (N 135). 


But Deleuze wants to introduce a distinction here. Although it is a 
matter of portraiture, the history of philosophy need not always be 
completely unreflective, or entirely reproductive, because the 
philosopher’s “likeness is something you have to produce, rather 
than a way of reproducing anything (which comes down to just 
repeating what a philosopher said)” (N 135-36). That is, making 
portraits is never simply a matter of reproduction or representation. 
As any artist knows, a portrait is not always or even usually the 
meticulous photorealistic depiction of a subject. Often it amplifies 
or takes artistic license with certain features, and even if it does 
strive for complete realism, this is the product of consummate 
artistry. Deleuze’s thought is that, likewise, working in the history 
of philosophy is not simply ventriloquizing what another has said, 
but involves a lot of original thinking. Scholars working on the 
medieval commentators on Aristotle have long been aware of how 
intellectually creative philosophical commentary can be (Sorabji 
1990), and one reader (Sellars 2007b) has suggested that Deleuze’s 
intellectual portrait-painting should be understood as a 
continuation of this creative commentary tradition. 

Thus, Deleuze’s goal in the history of philosophy is explicitly not 
mere reproduction. Rather, he sees in it the possibility of creativity, 
which he expresses in several memorable passages. For example: 


I belong to a generation, one of the last 
generations, that was more or less bludgeoned to 
death with the history of philosophy . ... I myself 
“did” history of philosophy for a long time, read 
books on this or that author. But I compensated 
in various ways ... . I saw myself as taking an 
author from behind and giving him a child that 
would be his own offspring, yet monstrous. It 
was really important for it to be his own child, 
because the author had to actually say all I had 


him saying. But the child was bound to be 
monstrous too, because it resulted from all sorts 
of shifting, slipping, dislocations, and hidden 
emissions that I really enjoyed. (N 5-6) 


As various commentators have argued (e.g., Antonioli 1999; 
Boundas 2005), Deleuze’s own studies in the history of philosophy 
(his books on Bergson, Kant, and Leibniz, for example) are products 
of this “art of begetting monsters.” Not only are they the offspring 
of two parents, but the genetic influences are difficult to 
disentangle. Deleuze has the philosophers on whom he writes speak 
in “free indirect discourse” (Zourabichvili 2012) such that it 
becomes difficult, or pointless, to dissociate commentator and 
subject, to isolate when it is Deleuze and when it is, for example, 
Bergson speaking. 

The preface to Difference and Repetition, a minor manifesto for the 
history of philosophy, introduces a related way of describing the 
creativity of the commentator. Deleuze says that commentaries 
ought to produce the “maximal modification” possible of the text or 
philosopher on which they comment, so that in them one can 
encounter a “philosophically bearded Hegel” or a “philosophically 
clean-shaven Marx” (DR xxi). I take it that such a procedure 
struggles not only against the assumption that the history of 
philosophy is all about making a perfect likeness but also against 
the assumption, endemic to the dogmatic image of thought, that 
thinking begins with recognition. As other philosophers themselves 
become parakalounta, it becomes difficult to recognize the historical 
figures you thought you knew so well. Against the idea that the 
history of philosophy is simply ancillary to the dogmatic image of 
thought, Deleuze suggests that the history of philosophy can itself 
be a series of encounters with problems. 


Mediators 


Although Deleuze wrote many books on figures from the history of 
philosophy, they are all about modern philosophers. He never wrote 
a book on ancient Greek philosophy, nor on any particular ancient 
Greek philosopher or school. This certainly does not mean, 
however, that ancient Greek philosophers held no interest for him. 


Far from it. Nevertheless, it does suggest an important difference 
between how he approached them and how he approached, for 
example, Nietzsche, Spinoza, or Bergson. These latter figures are the 
subjects of Deleuzian intellectual portraits. The ancient Greeks are 
what he calls mediators. 

In a conversation published as Les intercesseurs in 1985 and 
translated as “Mediators,” Deleuze presents a singular image that 
illuminates another dimension of his approach to the history of 
philosophy, one that is specifically relevant for the ancient Greek 
intertexts that concern me. He begins by reflecting on so-called 
extreme sports: 


The kind of movements you find in sports and 
habits are changing. We got by for a long time 
with an energetic conception of motion, where 
there’s a point of contact, or we are the source of 
movement. Running, putting the shot, and so on: 
effort, resistance, with a starting point, a lever. 
But nowadays we see movement defined less and 
less in relation to a point of leverage. All the 
new sports—surfing, windsurfing, hang-gliding 
—take the form of entering into an existing 
wave. There’s no longer an origin as starting 
point, but a sort of putting-into-orbit. The key 
thing is how to get taken up in the motion of a 
big wave, a column of rising air, to “get into 
something” instead of being the origin of an 
effort. (N 121) 


When Deleuze continues “And yet in philosophy...” the contrast is 
clear. We should think of philosophy along the same lines but we 
don’t. Deleuze hints at an image of philosophy itself as a kind of 
“existing wave” into which the philosopher enters, even though 
most actually existing philosophers habitually accept an “energetic 
conception” of their subject, as if it involved finding a “starting 
point” or “point of leverage”—for example, by discovering a stable 


anchor point in the unwavering tradition or establishing oneself qua 
philosopher as a “source of movement.” 

The reference to a “starting point” is important. The 
consideration of the image of thought is indissociable from the 
question of “where to begin in philosophy” (DR 129). Deleuze 
thinks you ought not to begin with the mere reproduction of the 
history of philosophy, having been, so to speak, “bludgeoned to 
death” by it, and merely repeating what another has said. But 
Deleuze also implies here that you should not begin in a 
methodologically presuppositionless state of simple givenness, for 
example with a doubting Cartesian cogito. Deleuze describes 
beginning with oneself as a source of philosophical movement as 
the “philosopher tak[ing] the side of the idiot as though of a man 
without presuppositions” (DR 132-33). This use of “idiot” is richly 
allusive. Ididtés in ancient Greek means not only the unskilled 
individual—who can’t, for example, enter a wave effectively, unable 
to quite stand up on a surfboard—but also the private person who 
resists public life and thinks he can do everything he needs to do all 
on his own. It can even denote the slightly incompetent amateur 
whom no less than Aristotle contrasts with the professional 
philosopher (Pol. 1266a31). 

To be fair, Deleuze does sometimes speak as if he thinks we 
should begin to think from the givenness of our own subjective 
positions, rather than on the basis of the great touchstones of the 
history of philosophy: “how can you think,” he sarcastically asks, 
“without reading Plato, Descartes, Kant,” as if it were obvious that 
you can think all on your subjective own. But the notion that it is 
possible to think for oneself independently of the history of 
philosophy, Deleuze says, “has no fewer presuppositions” than the 
view that it is impossible to think without first reading Plato and 
Kant. A pretense to presuppositionlessness “does not escape 
presuppositions of another kind,” in an “implicit or subjective form” 
(DR 130). Specifically, presuppositionlessness presupposes “a 
natural capacity for thought, which allows thought to claim to 
begin, and to begin without presuppositions” (DR 133). In other 
words, both the dogmatically historical approach and the radically 
subjective approach to beginning in philosophy return us to the 
traditional image of thought. 

The upshot is that although Deleuze does not want to be 
“bludgeoned to death” by the history of philosophy, he doesn’t 


think it’s desirable or probably even possible to ignore it. Where 
then should one begin in philosophy? In the middle: “Things and 
thoughts advance or grow out from the middle, and that’s where 
you have to get to work, that’s where everything unfolds” (N 161). 
The best (or maybe only) way to begin in philosophy is with a 
pseudo-beginning. You have to “start” with mediation, focusing on 
the relations among mediators in medias res. 

The history of philosophy is therefore like a wave of mediation, 
part of the “universal thought flow” into which, Deleuze says in a 
seminar, philosophers enter in order to extract concepts. The 
philosopher’s creativity consists in “cutting, organizing, and 
connecting” such flows (April 15, 1980, quoted in Smith 2012: 140- 
41). Deleuze thinks that rather than imagining they are like shot- 
putters, philosophers should learn how to surf, that is, to cultivate 
the aptitude of entering into the flow of concepts, figures, and 
problems we call the history of philosophy and extracting concepts. 

The Stoics, Aristotle, and Epicurus are best understood as 
“mediators” in Deleuze’s work. Deleuze is clearly not making 
“portraits” of them, in the way that he does Spinoza, Nietzsche, 
Bergson, and so on. Rather, the intellectual accomplishments of 
ancient Greek physicists—both the concepts they created and the 
problems they faced—form part of the standing wave of the history 
of philosophy. In fact, mediation seems to be, for Deleuze, in a 
sense more essential to philosophical creativity than any 
apprenticeship in intellectual portraiture: 


Mediators are fundamental. Creation’s all about 
mediators. Without them nothing happens. ... I 
need my mediators to express myself, and they’d 
never express themselves without me: you’re 
always working in a group, even when you seem 
to be on your own (N 125). 


I think Deleuze means to refer to the basic plurality of any 
philosophical act. However often it has been misconstrued by 
practicing philosophers and by the stereotypes of the mute deep- 
thinker, the romantic wanderer, and the isolated bookworm, 
“doing” philosophy is not an individual initiative. Whether they like 


it or not, philosophers are always surfing the history of philosophy, 
working with a reservoir of coexisting concepts and problems of 
largely untapped potential. In so doing, they are, in a sense, 
collaborating with the history of philosophy. Indeed, “mediator” is 
a very broad category. Deleuze says it includes scientific functions 
and works of art, for example, and he explicitly considers even 
Guattari, his collaborator and friend, a mediator (N 125). It is 
impossible to be both a philosopher and an ididtés, a purely private 
individual. You can’t philosophize all on your own. As Deleuze says, 
“T am nearly incapable of speaking in my own name” (TRM 65) and 
“The two of us [Deleuze and Guattari] wrote Anti-Oedipus together. 
Since each of us was several, there was already quite a crowd” (TP 
3). 

Deleuze’s alternative image of thought is not a voluntarist 
“energetic conception” of thinking, but a “universal thought flow” 
into which a philosopher is involuntarily thrown and whose 
emergent occasions (“problems”) the philosopher-surfer must learn 
to encounter well. The analysis of Deleuze’s interpretations of 
ancient Greek philosophy in this book shows not so much that 
Deleuze’s portraits of the Stoics, Aristotle, and Epicurus are 
photorealistic, but that he is a master surfer on this crest of the 
history-of-philosophy wave. 

This book is organized into nine chapters, each of which shows 
Deleuze extracting a concept (cutting, organizing, connecting) from 
one specific part of the wave of the history of philosophy—namely, 
ancient Greek physics, what the Stoics thought of as the “soul” of 
philosophy. 

I begin with Deleuze’s reading of Plato, and in particular the 
dialogue the Sophist, where Deleuze finds Plato discussing 
difference, and identifying it specifically with a kind of “non-being,” 
which nevertheless is in a sense. Here, Deleuze thinks, Plato is at his 
most provocative and best. Plato creates a conceptual tool even 
more powerful than he intends, which threatens to undermine the 
typical Platonic aim of distinguishing true from false claimants. 

The following three chapters focus on Deleuze’s reading of the 
Stoics, mostly in The Logic of Sense, who take Plato’s non-being that 
is in a sense, and make it fundamental to their conception of nature 
and the universe. Most significantly, for Deleuze, it is embodied in 
the Stoic doctrine of incorporeal “sayables” or lekta, which he 
claims represents an anticipation not only of the concept of sense in 


semantics but also a robust theory of the event. In the second 
chapter, I describe how Deleuze extracts his concept of sense from 
Stoic philosophy of language in relation to two other modern 
reworkings of Stoicism, to which Deleuze refers, in Gottlob Frege 
and Alexius Meinong. Here I challenge Deleuze’s view that Stoic 
semantics are fundamentally non-referential. In the next two 
chapters, however, I defend Deleuze’s reading of Stoic paradoxes 
and the concept of the “metaphysical surface,” as well as his 
interpretation of Stoic fatalism as a conception of events linked by 
relationships of compatibility and incompatibility independent of 
conceptual entailment or physical causality. Despite a healthy dose 
of twentieth-century structuralism, these interpretations are 
remarkably precise and even converge with the conclusions of more 
recent scholarship. 

After the Stoics, I turn to Plato’s other major heir, Aristotle, of 
whom Deleuze is unambiguously critical. While Plato’s conception 
of difference as “non-being that is in a sense” showed promise, in 
Deleuze’s view, Aristotle developed sophisticated conceptual tools 
for domesticating difference, treating it as relative to shared forms 
of identity. The drama plays out in the study of what Aristotle 
called “being qua being” and in the context of Aristotle’s concepts 
of genos and eidos (genus and species). Deleuze criticizes what he 
calls the “analogy of being” from the point of view of his preferred 
thesis of ontological “univocity.” In Chapter 5, I disambiguate the 
meanings of all these key terms and offer an entirely new 
evaluation of Deleuze’s polemic with Aristotle’s conception of 
difference. On my reading, the correct understanding of Deleuze’s 
position has been obscured by his apparent conflation of the 
Aristotelian concepts of homonymy and analogy. What might 
otherwise seem to be a misreading of Aristotle should be read as 
part of an incompletely realized argument to the effect that 
Aristotle’s account of the “core-dependent homonymy” of being 
fails, and that consequently, it is the radical equivocity of 
Aristotelian being that Deleuze takes issue with. According to 
Aristotle, radically equivocal things that have nothing in common, 
like distinct genera, can be unified by analogies in judgment or 
representation. In Chapter 6, I relate these ontological distinctions 
to Aristotle’s Physics, and in particular the hylomorphic conception 
of organic generation. In A Thousand Plateaus, I argue, Deleuze and 
Guattari refute Aristotle point for point with their doctrine of 


stratification, which is in part derived from Gilbert Simondon. 

In the last three chapters, I reconstruct Deleuze’s readings of 
Epicureanism, in particular the incredibly brief discussions in 
Difference and Repetition and What is Philosophy?, where the 
importance of the Epicurean doctrine of the swerve is alluded to, 
but not developed. Chapter 7 gives an account of what is 
“problematic” about Epicureanism, in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense 
of the word. It is the Epicurean identification of what they call 
minima (elakhista) with geometrical limits that is overtly repudiated 
but covertly inspirational for ancient Greek geometry. In Chapter 8, 
I deal with the somewhat inscrutable discussion of Epicureanism in 
Difference and Repetition, where Deleuze seems to say that Epicurean 
physics embodies an “order of Ideas” characterized by differential 
relations, similar to the post-Kantian alternative to Kant’s own 
conception of “problematic Ideas.” By explaining the context in 
which Deleuze makes this claim, and relating it both to the analysis 
of Epicurean minimism in the previous chapter and Deleuze’s early 
reading of Lucretius, I show not only that Deleuze’s construal is 
pretty plausible, but also that the analysis of Epicurean physics 
probably laid the groundwork for the discussion of post-Kantianism 
and the history of the calculus in Difference and Repetition. 

Finally, in the last chapter, I discuss what I consider Deleuze and 
Guattari’s synthesis of Stoicism and Epicureanism in What is 
Philosophy?. Here, I show to what extent the concepts of “chaos” 
and “infinite speed,” which are crucial to the meta-philosophical 
discussion of what it means to think in that work, probably have an 
Epicurean provenance. Yet Deleuze and Guattari identify “chaos” 
not only with “infinite speed,” but also with “the virtual,” which 
brings me back to the topic of the first chapter, the “non-being that 
is in a sense” that Plato invented and the Stoics heartily embraced. 

Ultimately, this study shows to what an extent Deleuze uses his 
ancient Greek mediators to develop a new vision of what it means 
to do philosophy or even to think. He extracts from the history of 
philosophy the means to move beyond the image of thought to 
which the history of philosophy, as a discipline, is ostensibly bound. 
Specifically, Deleuze uses ancient Greek physics to talk about an 
alternative image of thought. There’s no incoherency here, because 
in What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari say that the 
philosophical image of thought has two facets, one ideal and one 
physical—nous and phusis—a view that was also implicit in the 


major works of the late 1960s. I suspect that this overall emphasis 
of Deleuze’s thought is closely related to the importance of 
Hellenstic physics for Deleuze. And so, in the conclusion I suggest 
that Deleuze’s interest in “noology,” the study of images of thought 
(TP 376), corresponds with a concern for images of nature, such as 
one finds in the ancient Greeks. Since nous and phusis, noology and 
philosophy of nature, are connected, the alternative, problematic 
(and later “chaotic”) “image of thought” that Deleuze counterposes 
to the traditional one goes hand in hand with an alternative image 
of nature. 

Of this alternative image of nature, Deleuze says both that it is all 
middles (TP 23) and that it consists in the power of the “and” to 
replace the “is” (D 9-10, 34-5, 57-8; LS 267; N 44; TP 23). This 
image of nature is bound to remain vague if we don’t understand 
the relevant conceptions of being and of conjunction that come from 
ancient Greek mediators like Plato and the Stoics, with whom I 
begin. 


i 


Plato: Difference and Non-Being 


Deleuze’s interpretation of Plato is quite possibly his best-known 
work on ancient Greek philosophy. It is widely held to be crucial for 
understanding the historical and ontological scope of Deleuze’s aims 
(Widder 2001; Smith 2005; de Beistegui 2012) and remains an 
enduring topic in Deleuze scholarship (Kirk 2013; Altamirano 
2015). In Difference and Repetition and the essay “Renverser le 
platonisme,” originally published in 1967 and _ subsequently 
repackaged alongside an essay on Lucretius in the first appendix to 
The Logic of Sense, Deleuze, following Nietzsche, claims to discover 
the fundamental meaning of Platonism, the source of many bad 
things in the history of philosophy, and to determine how it is 
possible to overturn, overcome, and get beyond it. Plato’s singular 
dialogue the Sophist is particularly important for Deleuze, since it 
permits him to transform Plato himself into what one commentator 
has called an “uncanny ally” in the project of overturning Platonism 
(Flaxman 2009: 8). Significantly, in that dialogue Plato’s own 
surpassing of Platonism occurs on the basis of a consideration of 
difference (to heteron). 

Because Deleuze’s readings of both the Stoics and Aristotle in the 
works of the late 1960s refer implicitly and relate closely to his 
reading of the Sophist, it makes sense to discuss it here at the outset. 
From the Sophist, Deleuze inherits a focus on an elusive kind of non- 
being, which makes its first appearance in the patricide of 
Parmenides accomplished by the dialogue’s interlocutors. I call it 
“non-being that is in a sense” and it is the focus of Deleuze’s 
discussion of events in the context of Stoic ontology in The Logic of 
Sense, and, once identified with difference, of the discussion of 


Aristotelian ontology in Difference and Repetition. Subsequent 
chapters will triangulate all these readings. 

The whole narrative-argumentative arc of Plato’s Sophist 
transforms the interlocutors’ understanding of the predicate “not 
being” (to mé on). Theaetetus and the Eleatic Stranger begin with an 
explicitly Parmenidean conception of the sheer non-being of non- 
being, that is, the view that non-being is illusory and that saying 
anything positive about it is simply contradictory. When they 
attempt to define what a sophist is, however, they find this view 
wanting. The interlocutors therefore develop an alternative 
understanding of non-being as difference—that is, as non-identity. 
This sense of non-being is involved in statements such as “Peter is 
not Paul” or “a cat is not a dog,” meaning “Peter is other than Paul” 
and “a cat is different from a dog.” With this shift, Deleuze says, 
Plato has developed a conceptual tool more powerful than its 
creator intends. The conception of non-being as difference is 
capable of doing what the dialogue aims to do—to define the 
sophist or “false pretender as such’—but at the high cost of 
undermining the usual Platonic aim of discriminating between true 
and false pretenders. In Platonic jargon, these pretenders or rival 
claimants are imitators or copies, and what they imitate is the 
Platonic Form or Idea in its capacity as model. Good copies or true 
pretenders are called icons or likenesses (eikones), and bad copies 
idols or mere appearances (eiddla). As Deleuze has it, the 
conception of non-being as difference presented in the Sophist 
throws a wrench in the works by unleashing a kind of copy that is 
neither true nor false, neither bad nor good. It is not even right to 
call it a copy, since it calls the entire copy-model relation, and 
hence the Platonic theory of ideas, into question. This is what 
Deleuze calls simulacrum (in Plato the word is phantasma). 


Plato’s patricide 


The conversation between Theaetetus and the Eleatic Stranger takes 
place in the shadow of a Parmenidean prohibition. After identifying 
the sophist as a kind of imitator (mimétés; Soph. 235a), the Stranger 
distinguishes two types of imitation and inquires under which 
division the Form (idea) of the sophist falls (235c-d). On the one 
hand, there is imitation that remains true to its model in terms of 
any number of relevant properties: for example, imitation that 


retains the proportions and colors of its original, like a 
photorealistic painting. The Stranger calls this type of imitation the 
“likeness-making art” (hé eikastiké tekhné). On the other hand, there 
is the kind of imitation employed by sculptors of large-scale figures 
who intentionally distort the proportions of their model in order to 
create the appearance of beauty or proper proportion at an unusual 
scale. The Stranger calls such imitation “appearance-making” (hé 
phantastike tekhné; 236c). This second type of imitation does not 
remain true to its model in the same way as the first. Instead, it 
distorts to produce effects—the effect of beauty or even the effect of 
proportion. 

Such effects are well known in sculpture and architecture. 
Michaelangelo’s David, for example, which because of its size is 
inevitably viewed from a distance or from an almost anamorphic 
angle, creates the effect of normal-scale human proportionality by 
means of exaggerated proportions: extra-large head, arms, and so 
on (Flaxman 2011: 166). The Athenian Parthenon also, famously, 
creates the effect of rectilinearity at a distance by means of subtle 
curves in the stylobate and roof and the slight inward lean of the 
columns (Haselberger 2005). If the sophist is an appearance-maker, 
a fabricator of phantasmata, then, unlike a sculptor or architect, the 
medium of his disproportionate imitations is not visual or spatial 
but linguistic. The sophist produces distortion effects in speech. 
While the lines of the Parthenon mislead you visually, the sophist’s 
art misleads verbally. It involves, the Eleatic Stranger says, a kind of 
“false speaking” (pseudé legein). 

Specifically, to produce the desired appearances the sophist must 
falsely say that “that which is not is” (to mé on einai) (236e-237a). 
Such formulas, endemic to the philosophers, provide evidence of 
the “veridical” import of the verb “to be” in ancient Greek (Kahn 
1973, 1981). “Is” implies “is true”; “is not” implies “is false.” 
Veridical import is characteristic of the classical metaphysical 
theory of truth, which involves correspondence with reality, 
accurate representation of what lies outside representation, or the 
adequation of thought or language with being. Barry Allen uses the 
neat term “onto-logic” for it because it implies an “ontological 
interpretation of truth-value as ‘made’ or ‘determined’ by the being 
of beings” (1993: 16). Plato says in the Cratylus: “that speech which 
says things as they are is true, and that which says them as they are 
not is false” (385b). Aristotle echoes him in the Metaphysics: truth 


means saying “of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not” 
and falsity means saying, like the sophist, “that what is is not or 
that what is not is” (1011b 25-6). 

In the Sophist, however, maintaining that it is even possible to say 
“that which is not is,” which is supposedly necessary for pinning 
down what a sophist is, means turning against philosophical 
tradition. The Eleatic Stranger’s master Parmenides had taken a 
hard line: what is not (to mé on) cannot be in any sense (DK 28B7). 
So the Stranger and Theaetetus are in a predicament: either the 
sophist is not what they have determined him to be (a maker of 
phantasmata), or else Parmenides is wrong about non-being. The 
dialogue takes the second possibility seriously. 

Construing the sophist’s appearance-making art in terms of saying 
that “that which is not is” generates a series of celebrated paradoxes 
(236d-241b), the thrust of which is that even though non-being is, 
as Parmenides said, “unthinkable, unsayable, unutterable, and 
unformulable in speech” (238c, cf. DK 28B2. 7-8), it looks like the 
sophist is thinking, saying, and formulating non-being in speech, by 
saying of what is not that it is in a sense (Owen 1971). The Eleatic 
Stranger rehearses, for example, a Parmenidean argument for the 
conclusion that you literally can’t talk about non-being. The 
alternative would be inconsistent with the view that the predicates 
being (on) and something (ti) are coextensive, which seems self- 
evident or borderline tautologous—there isn’t anything that isn’t a 
being (237c-d). If so then to say “what is not” (mé on) is equivalent 
to saying “not something” (mé tis). But “someone who does not say 
something says nothing at all [méden],” and saying nothing at all is 
just the same as not speaking (237d-e). This was already 
Parmenides’s line (DK 28B8.7-13; 28B6.2; and 28B7.1). Anyone 
who speaks non-being is not saying anything. In the Sophist at least, 
Plato finds this argument unsatisfactory. The sophist certainly 
seems to be saying something. 

The way out of this impasse for Theaetetus and the Eleatic 
Stranger (as for the Stoics later) is to reject some feature of 
Parmenides’s position. After the Stranger claims that if the sophist is 
an appearance-maker, then he is also a maker of “copies” (eidola; 
239d), Theaetetus asks what a copy is. The Stranger’s response 
indicates what Parmenidean thesis they will attack. It is the 
assumption that the relation between being and non-being is one of 
contrariety (enantidsis). (As we shall see, the Stoics take a different 


route and criticize the equation of “being” and “something.”) The 
following passage suggests a way to resolve the paradoxes about 
non-being: 


WHatTin the world would we say a copy is, sir, except 
something that’s made similar to a true thing and 
another thing such as [toioutos] it? 

YakSre saying it’s another true thing like it? Or what 
do you mean by “such as”? 

No&Hifat it [the copy] is true at all, but that it’s like 
[eoikos] the true thing. 

Méing by true, really being [ontds on]? 

YesgHT. 

ArkSmeaning by not true, contrary of true? [enantion 
aléthous | 

Oflddiirse. 

SoBgou’re saying that that which is like [to eoikos] is 
not really that which is [to on], if you speak of it as 
not true. 

BufliflLsc. “that which is like”] is, in a way [pos]. 
BuESot truly, as you say. 

NosléXcept that it really is a likeness [eikon ontos]. 
SoH8's not really what is, but it really is what we call 
a likeness? 

Mawibé. that which is not [to mé on] is woven together 
with that which is [to on] in some way like that—it’s 
quite bizarre. 

Cekfhinly it’s strange. Anyway, you can see that the 
many-headed sophist is still using this interweaving 
to force us to agree unwillingly that that which is not 
in a way is [einai pds]. (240a-c, trans. White, 
modified) 


Theaetetus says here that the copy (eikon) is like (eoikos) the model, 
but this doesn’t mean that the image is true in the sense of being 
“ontds on,” really real, or genuinely existent. Nevertheless, we can 
still say it is “really a copy” (ontds eikon) and, he suggests, this is 
how we might solve the conundrums about being and non-being, by 
intermingling them or “weaving them together.” That is, by 
predicating them of one another. 

Plato seems to be taking Parmenides to hold that grammatical 
negation, such as you find in the case of to on and to mé on, implies 
contrariety (Crivelli 2012), and consequently that contrariety 
entails mutual impredicability. If adding the negative particle mé 
(as the sophist does) refers to the contrary of being (as Parmenides 
seems to think), then predicating being and non-being of one 
another (“what is not is”) is impossible, on pain of flat 
contradiction. Thus the Stranger complains that the sophist’s false 
speech makes us believe the “contraries of beings” (tanantia tois 
ousi) (240d). Plato describes the fact that contraries (such as being 
and non-being, supposedly) can’t be predicated of one another in 
this dialogue by using language referring to the impossibility of 
blending, weaving together, mixing. A necessary condition of 
contrariety is the absence of blending together, participating in one 
another, being predicated of one another (O’Brien 1995). 

The implication of the quoted passage, however, is that, even 
though “true” means “really being” (the veridical import of “to 
be”), the contrary of true, “not true,” doesn’t necessarily mean the 
contrary of “really being.” Falsity is the contrary of truth, and truth 
corresponds with being—you’d think that this would imply that 
falsity correlates with the contrary of being. But that expectation 
turns out to be fallible. Although it takes them some time to come 
around to it, the Stranger will eventually convince Theaetetus that 
“when we say that which is not, we don’t say something contrary to 
that which is” (257b). The “non-” in “non-being” here means 
something other than contrariety. The contrariety between truth 
and falsity is no longer based on some supposed contrariety of being 
and non-being (O’Brien 2013). 

The crucial first step to this conclusion is that non-being is “in a 
sense” (pds), a fact we discover when we consider the being of 
eikones or likenesses. As a first consequence of this discovery, the 
performative contradiction supposedly involved in talking about 


non-being evaporates. It defuses the threat of incoherence that 
hangs over not only the sophist who says “what is not is” but also 
anyone trying to define the sophist by referring veridically to “what 
is not” (Notomi 1999). In light of Theaetetus’s promising 
suggestions, the Eleatic Stranger bites the bullet. To chase down the 
slippery sophist, he is willing to commit a kind of “patricide” and 
develop an explicitly non-Eleatic predicative system in which it is 
possible to say that “non-being is in a sense” without falling into 
incoherence and contradiction (241d-e). A second consequence is 
more significant for Deleuze. This way of thinking about the reality 
of images can help to pin down the sophist himself, whose verbal 
images are precisely not eikdnes (realistic likenesses) but 
phantasmata or simulacra. 


Difference as non-being that is in a sense 


The paradoxes concerning non-being arise from assuming that the 
non-being in question means “that which can in no sense be” 
(Malcolm 1967; Brown 1986). In the Sophist, Plato seems to 
understand that this is an assumption, and an untenable one. His 
way of resolving the paradoxes distinguishes between two senses of 
“non-being”: (1) non-being that is not in any sense (to médamos on); 
and (2) non-being that is “in a sense” (pds). Robert Heinaman 
(1983) calls the former “that which is predicatively nothing,” since 
such non-being does not designate “something” (it is méden and not 
ti) and is “unsayable, unutterable,” and so on. The alternative, more 
comprehensive understanding of non-being treats it as predicatively 
something. The celebrated central section of the dialogue (the survey 
of theories about being: monist, dualist, materialist, idealist) is only 
a prelude to the ultimate goal of discovering how being and non- 
being are “woven together” and determining what something non- 
being predicatively is. The dialogue eventually argues that non-being 
is predicated, and thus admissible into a broader post-Eleatic 
ontology, as “to heteron,” otherness or difference (256d-e). 

It is important to understand how the dialogue arrives at this 
conclusion. After discussing the gigantomakhé, the battle over what 
sort of things are properly called “beings” (246a), the Eleatic 
Stranger argues for an all-inclusive ontological position that can 
accommodate both of the principal belligerents, the materialist 
“giants” or “Sons of the Earth” and the idealist “friends of the 


Forms.” The materialist giants identify being with being a body 
(246a-b), which implies that beings are capacities to act and to 
suffer (247e, 248c) and fundamentally characterized by change or 
movement (kinésis), in actively changing or moving something else 
or passively being changed or moved (248a, 248e). The idealist 
friends of the Forms, in contrast, distinguish being (ousia) from 
coming-to-be (genesis) (246b-c), which means they deny that being 
is characterized by change (of the sort valorized by the giants), and 
affirm that what really and fundamentally is, is changeless. 

Plato seems convinced elsewhere, for example, in the Timaeus and 
the Republic, by arguments about the non-being of what changes 
(Ti. 37e-38b; Resp. 476e-477b, 485b, 508d). In the Sophist, 
however, he has the Stranger argue that neither the position of the 
“giants” nor that of the “friends” is acceptable, since both posit 
exclusions and limitations on the application of the predicate 
“being” (248d-249c). To affirm being exclusively of change implies 
that nothing remains unchanging and that there are no stable 
identities, which are necessary, the Stragner affirms, for knowledge, 
understanding, and intelligence (249b-c). In contrast, to affirm 
being exclusively of what is changeless means that whatever exists 
will have no life, understanding, or soul, which are best understood 
as processes or changes (248d-249a). And so, the Stranger 
ecumenically claims, “that which is ... comprises both the 
unchanging and that which changes” (249d). 

Why does Plato focus here on change (kinésis) in discussing the 
appropriate application of the predicate “being”? Again, the answer 
has to do with contrariety. Probably, Plato wants to begin with a 
pair of genuine contraries—he calls movement and rest (kinésis and 
stasis) “enantidtata” at 250a—in order to distinguish being from 
both of them. Plato seems to rely on the principle that whatever can 
mingle with, or be predicated of, both of two contraries cannot be 
identical to either of them (Malcolm 1967). The two contraries, 
change and rest, combined with this principle permit Plato to argue 
that since both contraries are (i.e., both can be predicated of being), 
then the giants and friends of the Forms are equally short-sighted, 
because “that which is” (to on) is obviously not identical to either 
change or rest (250c). In other words, Plato is using Parmenides’s 
own conception of contrariety against the Parmenidean conception 
of being. According to Parmenides, you can’t say “non-being is” 
because it’s impossible to predicate two contraries of one another. 


According to the interlocutors in the Sophist, Parmenides was wrong 
about being—you can say that “non-being is” in a sense—but right 
about contrariety: you can’t say “changing it rests” because 
contraries can’t be intermingled, blended, or woven together. 

Therefore, the Eleatic Stranger says, it’s all a matter of figuring 
out what blends with what and what doesn’t blend. The dialogue 
pivots to the question, new for Plato, of how Forms participate in 
one another, which, according to the linguistic interpretation of the 
Sophist that has dominated twentieth-century scholarship, is 
identical to the question of how they are predicated of one another 
(Nehamas 1982). Some Forms are predicable of others—thus they 
blend, mingle, participate in one another—and some are not (252e). 
Movement and rest are paradigmatic of contrary Forms that don’t 
participate in one another (although many Forms participate in 
them). Plato describes the situation as analogous to the letters of 
the alphabet: some letters, but not all, fit together in words. Pushing 
the analogy further, there are certain letters (the vowels) that are, if 
you like, maximally blendable, and thus also some forms that are 
maximally predicable of others (253a). These are the “great kinds” 
(megista gené) (254c), and the Stranger points out that the 
discussion thus far has already isolated three of them: change, rest, 
and being (kinésis, stasis, and to on). 

In the course of figuring out what “something” non-being 
predicatively is, the Stranger wonders whether there are any “great 
kinds” other than the three already mentioned. Since change and 
rest don’t blend with one another, and since being blends with both, 
none of the three can be identified with any of the others. The 
Stranger clarifies the situation with a paraphrase: “each of them is 
different from two of them, but is the same as itself” (254d). This 
gloss suggests the hypothesis that “the same” or “sameness” (to 
tauton) and “the different” or “difference” (to heteron) are fourth 
and fifth great kinds (254e-255a). In the interest of parsimony, 
perhaps, the Stranger considers potential objections to including 
them among the most blendable Forms. For example, it seems 
initially plausible that the same and the different are just identical 
to rest and change. Maybe moving or changing just means 
becoming different, and resting means remaining the same. But the 
interlocutors reject this suggestion on the grounds that it is 
inconsistent with the initial gloss that predicates difference and 
sameness of change, rest, and being. If difference were identical to 


change, then when we say, for instance, “rest is different” (say, 
from being), this would be tantamount to saying that “rest is 
changing,” and contraries would be blending with one another 
incoherently (255a-b). 

Theaetetus and the Eleatic Stranger consider another objection to 
the notion that there are five great kinds, which will be very 
significant for Deleuze. It is possible, the Stranger suggests, that 
“that which is” and “the different” are identical, differing only in 
name (255c). The Stranger’s manner of dealing with this potential 
objection is important because Deleuze himself will want to assert 
this equivalence: “it is being which is Difference” (DR 39). 

Plato thinks otherwise. Being and difference can’t be identical, 
the characters in the Sophist say, because they are not coextensively 
predicable (255c-d). Among the things that are, the Stranger notes, 
some are said “by themselves” or in their own right (auta 
kath’hauta), and some are said in relation to other things (pros alla). 
“Being” is said in both ways, but “different,” he suggests, has only a 
relative or “pros allo” use. Interpretations differ when it comes to 
the notion that “being” is said in these two ways. Plato could be 
distinguishing here between an existential “is” and the copula, or 
between identity-statements and predications (Owen 1971). Or 
perhaps the fact that “being” is said both in its own right and 
relatively picks out the distinction, crucial for Plato’s middle-period 
theory of forms (e.g., in the Phaedo), between the being of Forms— 
their being what they are in virtue of themselves—and the 
partaking of other things in Forms. For example, while Beauty is 
beautiful auto kath’hauto, other beautiful things are beautiful by 
virtue of Beauty itself (Phd. 100c). 

Regarding the claim that difference is always said in a relative 
way, Plato evidently means that saying “x is different” always 
involves a reference to something that x is different from. Talking 
about difference never has the autonomy of, say, an existential 
statement or even a statement of identity, let alone the “self- 
predication” characteristic of Forms (Nehamas 1982; Fine 1986). 
The Eleatic Stranger imagines a counterfactual. If difference were 
said in both ways, kath’hauto and pros allo, in an absolute and a 
relative sense, then “some of the things that are different would be 
different without being different in relation to anything different” 
(255d)—namely, those things of which difference is said “auto 
kath’hauto.” The Eleatic Stranger seems to find the possibility of 


difference being said in this way absurd. How can something be 
different without being different from? That seems at odds with the 
very definition of what it is to be different. 

When Deleuze says “being is difference” he braves this apparent 
absurdity. He intends to speak difference in its own right, rather 
than as something relative to identities. As he puts it, the aim is to 
deliver an “idea of difference ... [or] concept of difference as such” 
(DR 27). Deleuze’s formulations of this ambition strongly recall 
Plato’s consignment of difference to a purely relative status, pros 
allo. For example: 


The difference ‘between’ two things is only 
empirical, and the corresponding determinations 
are only extrinsic . ... instead of something 
distinguished from something else, imagine 
something which distinguishes itself—and yet 
that from which it distinguishes itself does not 
distinguish itself from it. (DR 28) 


Deleuze is referring to the possibility, dismissed by the Eleatic 
Stranger, of something being “different without being different in 
relation...” Whereas the Stranger thought that “extrinsic” difference 
is the best we can hope for, Deleuze picks up on this thread from 
the Sophist and embarks on the project of doing what Plato thought 
he couldn’t—delivering an “idea of difference,” an account of it auto 
kath’hauto. Why? Rather than thinking of difference as relative to 
identities, Deleuze hopes his quasi-Platonic procedure will make it 
possible to speak of difference as something productive and 
original. Ultimately, for Deleuze, saying that being is difference is a 
way of saying that difference means determination: “Difference is 
the state in which one can speak of determination as such” (DR 28), 
a determination that doesn’t depend on the preexistence of 
determinate beings: “Difference is this state in which determination 
takes the form of unilateral distinction. We must therefore say that 
difference is made, or makes itself” (DR 28). 

Once the Eleatic Stranger has weathered the storm of possible 
objections to introducing “the same” and “the different” as fourth 
and fifth great kinds, he is able to sum up how they are all related 


to one another (255e-257a). Rest and change are contraries, so they 
do not blend; the same goes for difference and sameness. Four of 
the five kinds are predicated of or blend with both different and the 
same, insofar as they are the same as themselves and different from 
the others. The exception is difference, which is never said auto 
kath’hauto, since that would imply absurdities, and if it blended 
with all the other great kinds, it would be indistinguishable from 
being. Being blends with both rest and change, because both rest 
and change are. Likewise, both difference and sameness blend with 
being, because they both are. 

So what about non-being? After having defined the five great 
kinds, the Eleatic Stranger dramatically reveals that the nature of 
non-being is already implicit in what has been said. Non-being, 
which is in a sense, is difference. In other words, the sense in which 
non-being “is” is as difference. Difference is what non-being 
predicatively is. Take the first three megista gené, change, rest, and 
being: it’s possible to say both “change is not rest” and “change is 
not being,” but the sense of “is not” differs between the two cases. 
In the first case, “is not” means “is contrary to,” and in the second it 
simply means “is distinct” or “different from” or “other than” (cf. 
257b). The latter use is the “is not” of non-identity. Change is in the 
(predicative) sense of “is something,” even though it is not (identical 
to) being. So, as the Stranger puts it, “change really is both 
something that is not, but also a thing that is [hé kinésis ontds ouk on 
esti kai on]” (256d). 

Finally, Theaetetus realizes, we have a sense of non-being— 
namely, “being different from”’—which is adequate to the task of 
chasing down the sophist (258b). Since “non-being” doesn’t mean 
the contrary of being, just difference, it’s no longer a problem to say 
that the sophist makes it appear that things that are not are. 
According to this expanded predicative system, the sophist is not 
contradicting himself or crazily making it seem that sheer non-being 
is, but merely making it appear that different things are. 


”? 


Dialectics 


Plato’s idea in the Sophist that difference is “non-being that is in a 
sense” profoundly influenced Deleuze around the time of writing 
Difference and Repetition and The Logic of Sense. One way we can see 
that is in how he talks about problems and the discipline of 


“dialectics.” 

Late in life, Deleuze memorably described himself as a “pure 
metaphysician” (quoted in Villani 1999: 130), but he tends to 
describe his own work as a kind of logic (CC 82-3; FB 68), and, 
more specifically, as “dialectical” (DR 157, 179). The inspiration for 
this identification is clearly Greek. For the Stoics, dialektiké (a 
proper subdiscipline of logiké) deals with things signified 
(sémainomena), a kind of semantic instantiation of “non-being that 
is in a sense” (D.L. 7.42-4). Deleuze also refers directly to Aristotle’s 
conception of “dialectics”: “Aristotle assigned the dialectic its real 
task, its only effective task: the art of problems and questions. 
Whereas Analytics gives us the means to solve a problem already 
given, or to respond to a question, Dialectics shows how to pose a 
question legitimately” (DR 160). Although Aristotle claimed that 
“reasoning ... is ‘dialectical’ if it reasons from opinions that are 
generally accepted” (Top. 100a30-1), Deleuze picks up on dialectics 
as a theory of how conventional patterns of thought are shaken up 
and galvanized into life by problems. 

Both of these threads of ancient Greek dialectics take their 
bearings from Plato, who, Deleuze notes, “defined the dialectic as 
proceeding by ‘problems” (DR 63). Thinking begins with the 
involuntary shock of encountering problems, what Plato called 
“provocatives” (parakalounta). As such, problems play an “essential 
role” in Plato’s way of proceeding, a “role comparable to that which 
the negative will play later, for example in the Hegelian dialectic” 
(DR 63). That is, problems are like the “motor” of thinking in Plato, 
just as the negative or contradiction is the motor of thinking in 
Hegel. They stimulate thought or drive it to developing new ideas, 
create new concepts. 

It is to Plato’s credit that he, against Parmenides, distinguished 
the subject matter of dialectics from contradiction or contrariety. 
Deleuze’s appreciative remarks about Plato derive from a reading of 
the Sophist, which exemplifies the challenge of a tricky problem 
(just what is the sophist?) and the creative thinking it provokes: 


It is precisely not the negative which plays this 
role [of motor] in Plato [that is, Plato is at pains 
to emphasize that the negation involved in “non- 
being” doesn’t imply contrariety|—so much so 


that we must consider whether or not the 
celebrated thesis of the Sophist, despite certain 
ambiguities, should be understood as follows: 
‘non’ in the expression ‘non-being’ expresses 
something other than the negative. (DR 63) 


I take it that when he says the “celebrated thesis of the Sophist,” 
Deleuze is referring not only to the notion, later adopted by the 
Stoics, of non-being that is in a sense, but also the conclusion of that 
dialogue that this kind of non-being is identical to difference. For 
Deleuze, as for Theaetetus and the Eleatic Stranger, the “sense” in 
which non-being “is” is as difference. For Deleuze, however, unlike 
Plato, this means an original, primitive difference that is said in its 
own right, “unilaterally,” and not subordinated to predetermined 
identities. Deleuze sums up his relation to Plato in a tricky, playful 
passage: 


Being (what Plato calls the Idea) ‘corresponds’ to 
the essence of the problem or the question as 
such. It is as though there were an ‘opening’, a 
‘gap’, an ontological ‘fold’ which relates being 
and the question to one another. In this relation, 
being is difference itself. Being is also non-being, 
but non-being is not the being of the negative; rather 
it is the being of the problematic ... Difference is 
not the negative; on the contrary, non-being is 
Difference: heteron, not enantion. For this reason 
non-being should rather be written (non)-being 
or, better still, ?-being . ... Beyond contradiction, 
difference and beyond non-being, (non)-being; 
beyond the negative, problems. (DR 64) 


The Sophist, to which this passage directly alludes, is the key to 
understanding it. Deleuze seems to be making a general point about 
the discovery of non-being that is in a sense as difference, which 


illuminates much of his oeuvre. Such non-being is the “being of the 
problematic.” Plato made the discovery when he denied that the 
relationship between being and non-being is contrariety—which 
already Plato realized was a kind of sterile impasse—and suggested 
it was instead a positive intermingling, what Plato thought of as the 
participation of forms or ideas among one another. There is a 
productive relationship, “problematic” in the sense of galvanizing, 
between what is and its potential to become other. According to 
Deleuze, Plato’s greatness lies in making this discovery and in 
having already untangled dialectics (the art of problems) from 
contradiction and difference from negation. But on Deleuze’s view 
Plato couldn’t go all the way. He mitigated the effects of this 
momentous discovery by, for example, simply relocating contrariety 
elsewhere in the doctrine of the “great kinds,” between movement 
and rest and between difference and sameness. In general Plato’s 
great failure has to do with his unwillingness to pursue the 
implications of his revised view about difference and non-being in 
the Sophist. Deleuze’s criticisms of Plato target this intellectual faint- 
heartedness, which, he shows, breeds incoherencies or tensions 
within the revised predicative system. 


Plato against Platonism 


According to Plato, one kind of image is truthful; likenesses 
(eikones) depict what is as it is. Another kind is false; appearances 
(phantasmata) depict what is not as if it were. But if the reformed 
conception of non-being in the Sophist, where non-being is 
difference, can help us explain what the sophist is, then it must be 
the case that the sophist’s appearances, just as much as likenesses, 
are “non-beings” in the sense of differences, not in the sense of 
being totally non-existent. If both likenesses and appearances, both 
icons and phantasms, are non-beings that are in a sense (as 
differences), then on what grounds can we still maintain that there 
are bad or false copies? This is the question Deleuze puts to Plato in 
the essay “Renverser le platonisme” (1967). Predicatively, what Plato 
calls phantasmata and Deleuze “simulacra” are not their models 
(they are not what is), but not in the sense that they are their 
opposites. In other words, their “non-being” is not such as would 
imply impossibility or incoherence. Rather, phantasmata are not (the 
same as) their models, meaning that they are simply different, 


other, not identical. Perhaps they are not modeled after anything 
and consequently don’t owe their determinate characters to 
anything else. Deleuze thinks that to the extent simulacra say of 
difference that it is, they hint that it plays a positive, genetic, and 
determining role. 

Deleuze recognizes that Plato’s Sophist discovers a way to say of 
difference that it is, but it is important to understand this discovery 
properly: 


The mistake of the traditional accounts [of the 
Sophist] is to impose upon us a dubious 
alternative . ... either [1] there is no non-being 
and negation is illusory and ungrounded, or [2] 
there is non-being, which puts the negative in 
being and grounds negation. Perhaps, however, 
we have reasons to say [3] both that there is 
non-being and that the negative is illusory. (DR 
63, numbers added) 


Deleuze thinks the Sophist provides evidence that Plato discovered 
this third sense of non-being. In the dubious alternative alluded to 
here, the first option (“there is no non-being”) means the traditional 
Eleatic orthodoxy that Plato’s interlocutors criticize: non-being is 
just sheer unspeakable nothing. Deleuze’s reading of the Sophist 
hinges on the distinction between positions [2] and [3]. Plato 
substantially reforms Parmenidean ontology in order to achieve a 
workable definition of the sophist, but if he just argues for [2], the 
thesis that “puts the negative in being” in order to “ground 
negation,” he does not go as far as Deleuze thinks he can. The 
difference between theses [2] and [3] lies in the way [2] repeats 
the gesture of “grounding” implicit in [1] in a way that is no longer 
justifiable. 

Deleuze thinks [2] is an inherently unstable and ultimately 
untenable position, in part because it limits the activity of non- 
being (of difference) to a merely ancillary function. The suggestion 
that non-being “grounds negations” is related to Plato’s view that 
difference is only said relatively, pros allo. This is the kind of 
position endemic to linguistic interpretations of the dialogue from 


the mid-twentieth century, according to which when being is said 
kath’hauto, that means making existential statements (e.g., “Peter 
exists”) or maybe just statements of identity (e.g., “Peter is Peter”), 
and when it is said pros allo, that means predicating (e.g., “a cat is 
an animal”). If difference only has a pros allo use, according to this 
construal, then that means it “grounds” negative predications, like 
“a cat is not a dog” (i.e., is different from a dog), just as being 
grounds positive one. 

Deleuze wonders why being and difference should be different in 
this respect. Why can’t you say difference in its own right? Deleuze 
doesn’t think Plato has a good reason. And the problem gets even 
more pressing if you construe the self-predication of being (auto 
kath’hauto) in a more ontologically robust way, as what is 
characteristic of Platonic Forms (Ideas): their being what they are in 
virtue of themselves rather than in virtue of something else. Why 
can’t difference be formulated so unilaterally? Why is it impossible 
to face the “idea of difference” or “concept of difference as such”? 

In fact, Deleuze presents himself as pursuing Plato’s line of 
thought from the Sophist farther than Plato dared. It’s more likely, 
he says, that the thoroughgoing, consistent account of the sophist 
requires a position like [3], where “non-being is in a sense,” but 
that’s not the same as saying that there is a “negative in being” that 
explains negative predications. On the contrary, the sophist who 
creates phantasmata involving statements of the kind “what is not, is 
somehow” effects an “un-grounding” (effondement) (LS 263). The 
best way to understand this “un-grounding” attendant on the 
discovery of the positive power that “non-being that is in a sense” 
has to characterize the making of appearances, is in Nietzschean 
terms: non-being that is in a sense is beyond good and evil (LS 263). 

Copies can be good or evil. Good copies are faithful likenesses of 
their model. Bad (or “evil”) copies are simulacra that distort or 
otherwise diverge from what they supposedly copy. However, that 
way of putting the conclusion remains attached to the original, 
moralizing distinction when it’s no longer really appropriate. As 
Deleuze puts it, after “searching in the direction [of the 
simulacrum] and of leaning over its abyss, Plato discovers, in the 
flash of an instant, that the simulacrum is not simply a false copy, 
but that it places in question the very notions of copy and model” 
(LS 256, translation modified). How so? Once non-being is no 
longer determined as the contrary of being, there are no grounds for 


distinguishing between being and non-being in the way that is still 
involved in position [2] because they are no longer mutually 
impredicable. It is no longer impossible to say “non-being is” or 
“being is not.” So, given the way that being and non-being blend 
with all the other kinds, it can’t simply be the case that identity is a 
function of being and non-identity (or difference) a function of non- 
being, since being and non-being operate everywhere in tandem. 
Each thing is and is not any number of predicates. The consequence 
of this reformed scheme, Deleuze thinks, which Plato glimpses 
without coming to grips with, is that identity must be understood 
not only as a function of being but also of non-being, that is to say, 
of difference. Difference plays a productive role in determining 
identities. 

One way of showing that Plato’s pursuit of the sophist 
undermines the notions of true and false copies is to demonstrate 
that the redefinition of non-being as predicative difference causes 
them to become indiscernible. Take the difference between a 
philosopher and a sophist. The idea of the philosopher (Socrates, for 
example) would be an idea of the true imitator and the idea of the 
sophist the idea of a false one. The distinction between them 
depends on the notion that likenesses (good copies) owe their 
positive identities to the fact they imitate models truly. Paraphrased 
in terms of the megista gené, this is the notion that being is 
responsible for the relationship of identity between models and 
likenesses and non-being (or difference) only for the relationship of 
non-identity between models and appearances. Such a construal of 
difference, in order to maintain the distinction between good and 
bad copies, is severely limited without good reason. It makes non- 
being totally relative to being and assigns it a merely negative role. 
But the distinction is untenable. We can see why when we consider 
that appearances have some positive, determinate identities too. For 
example, the climactic definition of the sophist is: an ironic imitator 
making short speeches in private (Soph. 268a-d). Why not rather 
say, as Deleuze would have it, that appearances owe their positive 
determinacy to their being different, rather than their not being the 
same? If the distinction between good and bad copies is untenable, 
it’s no surprise that the final definition of the sophist, at the end of 
the dialogue, “can no longer distinguish him from Socrates himself” 
(LS 256). If the positive character of the philosopher is 
indistinguishable from the positive character of the sophist, why 


suppose that these are generated by different kinds of copying? 

The fact that “an ironic imitator making short speeches in 
private” sounds like a description of Socrates himself would be just 
a coincidence if Plato’s interlocutors were still able to avail 
themselves of a distinction between the way that being grounds true 
imitators (likenesses) and non-being grounds false imitators 
(appearances). Although Plato may think this distinction is still 
intact, and that he can rely on a position like [2] to distinguish (for 
example) Socrates and the sophist, Deleuze thinks that the 
distinction has evaporated. Socrates and the sophist both emerge, so 
to speak, from the same background of difference as determination. 
In this way, Deleuze thinks, Plato has unwittingly provided a 
powerful conceptual tool for the “reversal of Platonism” (LS 256). 
This reversal has huge consequences for the theory of ideas. 

What Deleuze calls “Platonism” is inseparable from the so-called 
method of division, whose purpose is to “select lineages” and to 
“distinguish pretenders” (LS 254; cf. DR 60). Although he admires 
Plato as a philosopher, Deleuze understands “Platonism” as a kind 
of reaction against its own social and political conditions. Athenian 
democracy, the story goes, was characterized by the deregulation of 
claims to intellectual authority. In Plato’s dialogues, the sophists, 
itinerant professional educators, appear as claimants to universal 
expertise (Soph. 234b; Resp. 598d). Plato’s reaction to his context 
consists in inventing an ingenious means for separating the wheat 
from the chaff, true from false claimants to intellectual authority: 
the idea. It arises as a means of regulating democratically 
deregulated wisdom. Only those claimants whose claims truly 
reflect or embody the idea are valid. Deleuze says, the manifest 
duality in Platonism (between idea and image or model and copy) 
exists for the sake of a “latent” but more important distinction 
between good and bad copies (LS 257). Although the original 
condition of philosophy lies in the competitive or agonistic milieu 
characterized by universal claimancy, which Deleuze later describes 
as an “immanent” condition (WP 9, 43, 88), Plato reacts against his 
milieu by inventing a “plausible philosophical meaning” for 
transcendence. The philosopher has a special role corresponding to 
the transcendence of the idea, that of “rectifying” popular opinions 
by testing their relations to the idea operating as a criterion of truth 
(CC 136-37). 

In middle-period dialogues Plato often presents ideas as criteria 


for discriminating among claims by means of a myth, as in the 
Phaedrus (246a—254e) or the Meno (81b-e), where the relationship 
between the human soul and the ideas is explained by a story about 
the afterlife. But everything changes in the Sophist. On the one 
hand, there is no grounding myth here (LS 256). On the other hand, 
and more profoundly, while other dialogues seek to define the true 
pretender (the true lover in the Phaedrus or the true statesman in 
the Statesman), the Sophist uses the same method recursively to 
define the “false pretender as such” (LS 256; DR 61). In order to do 
so, as we have seen, the dialogue’s interlocutors have to develop a 
whole new way of speaking about false speech and non-being. 
Deleuze thinks that although this expanded predicative scheme is 
capable of isolating the false pretender—so that we can say the 
sophist is an insincere imitator without committing ourselves to the 
contradictory view that he speaks falsely while saying nothing—it 
can no longer distinguish true from false pretenders at all, which 
had been the whole point of Platonism, and the entire criterial 
function of the idea. To put it another way, the expanded 
predicative scheme in the Sophist gives difference (or non-being) a 
new and important role (non-being is no longer the opposite of 
being, but the opposite of the same or identity), but in so doing it 
undermines the typical Platonic goal of isolating the self-identical as 
such, that is, the Platonic idea, which is supposed to “rectify” 
opinion by providing a criterion for verifying it. 

Other Platonic dialogues indicate that the idea functions as a 
criterion on account of its pure self-identity, the fact that it owes its 
identity to nothing but itself, or its exclusively “self-predicative” 
nature (Fine 1986). For instance, if a dialogue is about the question 
“What is Justice?” the answer that Plato’s interlocutors will usually 
find satisfying is not an instance of justice, some just thing, like a 
just person or a just act, but “the Just itself.” In the Phaedo, the idea 
of largeness is called “Largeness itself” (auto to megethos) (102d). If 
that’s so, then another way of making Deleuze’s point is to say that, 
given what the dialogue says about difference, there can be no idea 
of the sophist, on Plato’s own terms. There is no way to isolate the 
Platonic idea of the sophist since the different cannot be said auto 
kath’hauto in the way that an idea needs to be. The Sophist is thus, 
as Deleuze puts it, an “extraordinary adventure” for Platonism. It 
succeeds as it fails and it fails as it succeeds. In successfully tracking 
the sophist down, the Sophist fails to isolate its idea, precisely 


because difference has no Platonic idea, no transcendent criterion for 
rectifying or verifying its various usages. Yet, the Sophist carries on 
as if there were an idea of the sophist, as if there were an auto 
kath’hauto predication of difference, which the dialogue explicitly 
denies. It even ends on an upbeat note, with Theaetetus claiming 
that they have discovered the proper definition of what the sophist 
is “truly and really” (aléthds ... ontds; 268c). 

In “Renverser le platonisme” and Difference and Repetition, Deleuze 
points out that the breakdown of the contrariety between being and 
non-being and the identification of non-being with difference has 
some shattering consequences for Plato’s theory of ideas, which 
Plato himself has not fully appreciated. The philosophical meaning 
of transcendence that Plato invented and that forms the core of 
“Platonism” ceases to be plausible. Identify non-being and 
difference and you soon discover that it is impossible to give an 
account of non-being (or disseminators of it) that conforms to the 
typical requirement of Plato’s theory of Forms—that they should be 
spoken “auto kath’hauto.” Deleuze’s reading shows how the 
evolution of concepts in Plato’s own work, from the earlier 
dialogues (which scholars call “middle”) to the Sophist, provides a 
means of “reversing Platonism,” of moving beyond the notion that 
it is possible transcendentally to distinguish true and _ false 
claimants, and the related restriction placed on difference, that it 
cannot be said in its own right. On Plato’s own terms, Deleuze 
highlights the limitations of the conceptual scheme that seeks out 
transcendent, “self-predicative” entities, and in a way he thinks is 
more consistent with the conceptual revolution accomplished in the 
Sophist, relativizes such entities to a broader metaphysical picture 
where non-identity plays a more productive role. 

Deleuze’s works of the late 1960s are saturated in a way of 
thinking about “non-being that is in a sense” influenced by Plato’s 
dialogue. This topic divides into the treatment of the Stoics in The 
Logic of Sense and of Aristotle’s conception of difference in 
Difference and Repetition, both of which represent responses to what 
is, to Deleuze’s mind, Plato’s failure to think through the 
implications of the “reversal of Platonism” that the Sophist has 
accomplished. Aristotle, whom Deleuze criticizes relentlessly, 
engages in a rearguard action to salvage the notion that deregulated 
applications of philosophically important predicates, like being, can 
be “rectified” by means of a sophisticated theory of homonymy. In 


contrast, the Stoics, whom Deleuze admires as the true heirs of the 
reversal of Platonism, seize on the conception of non-being that is 
in a sense and make it the basis of their original thinking about 
ontology, language, and ethics. 


Zz 


Stoicism: Sense and Truth 


It is typical nowadays to talk about Deleuze’s “philosophy of 
events.” In The Logic of Sense (1969), Deleuze credits the ancient 
Greek and Roman Stoics with originating the theory of events he 
wants to adopt and adapt. In this chapter and the following two, I 
explain and evaluate Deleuze’s appropriation of Stoic metaphysics 
in light of three of his key claims: (1) that the Stoic ontologico- 
semantic theory of incorporeal lekta is an account of the sense (sens, 
Sinn) of propositions, (2) that the occurrence of events is associated 
with the allegedly Stoic notion of a “metaphysical surface” and 
involves a shift from formal to “transcendental logic,” and (3) that 
Stoic fatalism and astrology express a rigorous theory of the 
relations among events. 

Deleuze claims that the Stoics discovered the sense of a 
proposition, in contrast to, among other things, its reference or 
denotation: 


Sense is the fourth dimension of the proposition. 
The Stoics discovered it along with the event: 
sense, the expressed of the proposition, is an 
incorporeal, complex, and irreducible entity, at 
the surface of things, a pure event which inheres 
or subsists in the proposition. (LS 19) 


Incorporeality, inherence, and subsistence all refer implicitly to 
Stoic ontology. For Deleuze, the Stoics announced the discovery of 


sense in the doctrine of “incorporeals” (asdmata) and their peculiar 
way of non-being. 

Although Deleuze goes on to credit “the great philosopher and 
logician” Alexius Meinong with the rediscovery of sense—a strange 
allegation considering Meinong does not use the term “sense” in the 
Gegenstandstheorie (Theory of Objects) to which Deleuze is probably 
alluding—it is Gottlob Frege who is best known for rediscovering 
the “sense of the proposition” in the nineteenth century. In fact, 
twentieth-century students of Stoicism often sound like Deleuze 
when they argue that Frege resurrects old Stoic ideas when he 
distinguishes between the sense (Sinn) and reference (Bedeutung) of 
names and propositions in his famous paper of 1892. This 
genealogical argument linking Fregean sense with the Stoic theory 
of language goes back at least to Benson Mates’s Stoic Logic (1953) 
or even Jan Lukasiewicz, who was already in 1934 placing the 
Stoics and Frege at the inception and climax, respectively, of logical 
progress. In fact, Frege probably drew indirectly on Stoic logic to 
develop several of his most important conceptual innovations, 
including the semantic theory of sense, by way of his lodger, the 
professor of philology at Jena, Rudolf Hirzel (Gabriel et al. 2009). 

I think we fail to understand something crucial about Deleuze’s 
assimilation of the Stoics if we do not treat his thesis about the 
ancient Greek discovery and nineteenth-century rediscovery of 
sense as a version of the same kind of genealogy. Deleuze may even 
have been aware of the historian of logic’s view that the Stoics 
anticipate Frege. Victor Goldschmidt (1954) wrote a critical notice 
of Mates’s Stoic Logic in the Revue de métaphysique et de morale, and 
it is possible that Deleuze was aware of the similarity between the 
Stoic theory of lekta and the modern (Fregean) concept of Sinn 
either directly from Mates or via Goldschmidt whose work he relies 
on in The Logic of Sense. So in this chapter, I interpret Deleuze’s 
thesis in relation to both Meinong and Frege in order to help make 
sense of his interpretation of Stoicism. 

Both Mates and Deleuze construe the presumptively Stoic 
distinction between sense and reference as a corollary of the sharp 
boundary in Stoic ontology drawn between bodies (sdmata), the 
only things that really “exist,” and “incorporeals” which do not 
“exist” in the proper sense, but “subsist or inhere” as “nonexistent 
entities” (LS 5; Mates 1953: 15). That is, the discovery of sense 
follows on the Stoic version of the Plato’s distinction between being 


and “non-being that is in a sense.” It is no accident then that, 
according to Deleuze, the doctrine of incorporeal events delivers on 
the promise, implicit in Plato himself, of “revers[ing] Platonism” 
(LS 7). 

What interests Deleuze in Stoicism is how metaphysical 
innovations like the advent of “incorporeals” transform the 
inherited Platonic duality of bodies and Forms. As he puts it in 
Dialogues, the “Stoics’ strength lay in making a line of separation 
pass—no longer between the sensible and the intelligible, or 
between the soul and the body, but where no one had seen it before 
—between physical depth and metaphysical surface” (D 63-4). 
Deleuze explains in more detail in The Logic of Sense. While, for the 
Stoics, “bodies with their states, qualities, and quantities, assume all 
the characteristics of substance and cause,” at the same time “the 
characteristics of the Idea are relegated to the other side, that is to 
this impassive extra-Being ... on the surface of things” (LS 7). What 
is intelligible about a state of affairs (what Plato called idea) is no 
longer taken to possess substantial, independent existence (to 
transcend the material, sensible realm), nor causal power in relation 
to bodies. Rather, the intelligible is an “effect” of the interactions 
among bodies. This merits description as a “reversal of Platonism” 
not just because it makes ideas secondary, results rather than 
causes, but because it fundamentally alters the search for “true 
claimants.” In Plato, the ambition to do so depended on a 
distinction between “that which undergoes the action of the idea 
and that which eludes this action (copies and simulacra)” (LS 7)—in 
the Sophist, likenesses (eikones) and appearances (phantasmata). 
With Stoicism, however, the distinction disappears. Deleuze claims, 
what from Plato’s perspective “was eluding the Idea” (the 
phantasmata) “represents now all possible ideality, the latter being 
stripped of its causal and spiritual efficacy” (LS 7); “Events are the 
only idealities” (LS 53). So, without a Platonic idea (a plausible 
philosophical meaning for transcendence), how indeed can one aim 
to distinguish good and bad images, true and false pretenders? The 
Stoics change the conversation: “It is no longer a question of 
simulacra which elude the ground and insinuate themselves 
everywhere, but rather a question of effects which manifest 
themselves and act in their place” (LS 7); “To reverse Platonism is 
first and foremost to remove essences and to substitute events in 
their place” (LS 53). 


There is a lot to say about this interpretation of Stoicism. For 
now, let it suffice to point out that a focus on events unpacks into a 
focus on becoming and on language: “The event is coextensive with 
becoming, and becoming is itself coextensive with language” (LS 8). 

By “becoming” here Deleuze means something quite specific. The 
Logic of Sense begins (LS 1-2) with a discussion of Plato (by way of 
Alice in Wonderland), who distinguished, Deleuze claims, between 
two dimensions: that of limited beings, and that of unlimited 
becoming. In the Philebus, for example, Socrates divides everything 
that exists in the universe into two kinds (23c). In fact, he quickly 
adds, there are four kinds, but the two first mentioned are to apeiron 
and to peras, “the unlimited” and “the limit,” or the infinite and the 
finite. The insight that this distinction is fundamental came to 
humans, Socrates mythologizes, as a kind of Promethean gift from 
the gods (16c-d). By way of introducing the topic of the unlimited, 
Socrates convinces his fellow discussant that in the case of certain 
predicates or properties, like “hotter and colder,” it is not possible 
to conceive of a limit—they can always differ further by degree— 
and so these terms are unbounded or “always in flux” (24d). 
Deleuze links this distinction between unlimited and limited to a 
passage from the Parmenides, more or less cherry picked from the 
course of that dialogue’s baroque argumentation, in which 
Parmenides deduces that if the One is, then it comes to be both 
older and younger than itself. Deleuze takes Plato to be arguing 
here that it is possible to speak of something either as being or as 
becoming some predicate: for example, “what is younger comes to 
be older in relation to what has already come to be earlier and is 
older, but it never is older” (Prm. 154e). Mapping the distinction 
between being and becoming (in relation to predicates like “older 
and younger”) onto the distinction between limited and unlimited 
(in relation to predicates like “hotter and colder”), Deleuze 
attributes to Plato a distinction between limited beings and 
unlimited becomings. He gives it a temporal spin (not out of 
keeping with his source in the Parmenides). Such unlimited 
becomings “elude the present” (LS 1); they are oriented in both 
temporal directions without being determinable in the present 
moment. When an unlimited becoming occurs, we should say that 
something becomes older than it was and younger than it becomes. 

Deleuze says that such “pure becomings” are what he means by 
“events, pure events” (LS 1). Plato had an inkling of such things but 


the Stoics made huge advances on this point. The Stoics appreciated 
that there is nothing “more intimate or more essential to bodies 
than events such as growing, becoming smaller or being cut” (LS 5). 
Moreover, the distinction Deleuze derives from Plato between 
limited being and unlimited becoming is, he says, a version of the 
Platonic duality between good and bad images: “Pure becoming, the 
unlimited, is the matter of the simulacrum insofar as it eludes the 
action of the Idea” (LS 2). So to focus on such events, as the Stoics 
do, is to embrace the reversal of Platonism, in other words, the 
abandonment of the search for essences, good images, and true 
pretenders. Deleuze also suggests that Plato had an inkling of the 
possibility that “pure becoming” might have a special relationship 
with language (LS 2). But, again, it was left to the Stoics really to 
run with it: “It is characteristic of [Stoic] events to be expressed ... 
in propositions” (LS 12). The event is the “expressed of the 
proposition,” its “sense,” which the Stoics allegedly discovered (LS 
19). 

Generally speaking, in linking Stoic events and their conception 
of language, Deleuze is drawing on Emile Bréhier’s “fine 
reconstruction of Stoic thought” (LS 5). In his Théorie des incorporels 
dans l’ancien stoicisme, Bréhier claims, among other things, that 
Stoicism involves a complete rethinking of predication or 
“attribution” (1928: 12, 19-20). When a subject is joined to a 
predicate with the copula (“is” in English, or “estin” in Greek), these 
terms are supposed to be of the same nature, even though they refer 
to different classes of things. Bréhier points out that for ancient 
dialectics, the requirements of predication posed serious problems: 
“it is very difficult to comprehend the nature of the liaison 
indicated by the copula” because the terms joined must be 
simultaneously the same in one respect and different in another. 
One runs the risk of overemphasizing sameness, and collapsing the 
predication into a mere statement of identity, or overemphasizing 
difference, and calling into question the very possibility of the terms 
being linked (1928: 19). The Platonic theory of ideas, and the 
notion of “participation,” was one way of navigating between this 
Scylla and Charybdis: the subject and predicate are the same insofar 
as the subject participates in the Form to which the predicate refers, 
but they are different in that the subject-position is occupied by an 
ordinary sensible being and the predicate by an intelligible idea. 
According to Bréhier, the Stoic theories of incorporeal predicates 


(katégorémata) and propositions (axidmata) are likewise methods for 
sorting out the difficulties surrounding linguistic predication. 
Instead of the attribute referring to an idea, concept, or class of 
beings, the Stoics took it to express a fact or event (1928: 20). The 
key point for Deleuze is that what Plato had tried to sort out by 
appealing to ideas—when is it right to predicate certain terms of 
certain subjects? When they participate in the idea—the Stoics sort 
out in terms of events. Hence, the connection between events and 
language. 

Deleuze also seems either to derive his view that Stoic events are 
Platonic “unlimited” or “pure becomings” from Bréhier, or to link it 
to the latter’s reconstruction. Bréhier had noted that the Stoics, 
along with other Megarian dialecticians, liked to rewrite 
predications in a non-standard way by eliminating the copula. To 
emphasize that the attribute is not a quality, concept, or class, but 
an event, they thought that one shouldn’t say, for example, “The 
tree is green,” but rather “The tree greens” (l’arbre verdoie) (1928: 
20). Deleuze refers to this formula as an example of an event or 
“pure becoming” (LS 5, 10; cf. F 53). Events are not substantives or 
adjectives modifying a given subject, but verbs, action (or passions), 
happenings. Deleuze takes a step beyond Bréhier, however, by 
identifying events not just with any verb but specifically with 
infinitives (LS 5)—that is, non-finite, “unlimited” verbs—like “to 
green” (verdoyer) (LS 21, 221). Pure becomings, remember, elude 
the present (indicative) or any finite tense: “The phantasm is 
inseparable from the infinitive mode of the verb and bears witness 
thereby to the pure event” (LS 214). 

The following three chapters are devoted to exploring what 
Deleuze considers this unique anti-Platonic linkage between 
becoming and language, which takes over the theme of phantasmata 
from Plato’s theory of ideas. Despite the fact that events are just 
“effects,” that is, non-causal, Deleuze will want to say that they still 
have a certain priority and even productivity in relation to concepts 
and the names of bodies, which is evident in paradoxes and 
nonsense words, the topic of the next chapter. The current chapter 
assesses the position Deleuze attributes to the Stoics by contrasting 
it with the theories of sense and reference in Frege and Meinong, to 
which he briefly alludes. My thesis here is that part of Deleuze’s 
goal in attributing such views to the Stoics is to effect a decoupling 
between the Stoic philosophy of language and the correspondence 


theory of truth, such as one finds in Aristotle’s theory of meaning. 
The latter usually lays the emphasis on reference, rather than sense, 
by requiring that true propositions refer to bodies. Such a 
decoupling is actually fairly farfetched given what the extant 
fragments of the Stoics tell us about their conception of truth. The 
best way to understand Deleuze’s reading of Stoic semantics is, 
therefore, as “maximally modifying” Stoicism by construing it as 
less dependent upon reference to extra-linguistic beings than it 
really is. 


Non-being and the “truth” of problems 


The Stoics adopted the paradoxical-sounding position that not 
everything that is exists. In the stemma or tree of Stoic ontology, the 
highest, most inclusive term “something” (to ti) branches into both 
existent and non-existent species, to on and to mé on. In plain terms, 
some things (tina) exist and some don’t. 

This conception of the supreme ontological genus is probably a 
consequence of the Stoics’ materialism or corporealism—the thesis 
that whatever exists (expressed by the Greek participle “on”) is a 
material body (Plutarch, Comm. Not. 1073e; S.E. PH 2.86, 223). It is 
one of the oldest conjectures in Stoic scholarship, originating with 
the nineteenth-century neo-Kantians Ritter and Zeller (Brunschwig 
1994), that Zeno of Citium, founder of the Stoa, originally thought 
this corporealist view was compatible with saying, like Plato, that 
“being” (to on) was the supreme genus: everything is something and 
every something is. Later, however, after considering topics like the 
void, time, and meaningful language, Zeno felt obliged to amend 
the Stoic ontological stemma to accommodate such “somethings” 
that don’t seem to be bodies. In order to retain the equation of 
bodies (sdmata) with existents (onta) in a way that didn’t 
completely eliminate these topics from philosophical consideration, 
Zeno bit the bullet and rejected the Platonic identification of 
“being” with “being something.” 

As a consequence, Zeno, like Plato in the Sophist, had to 
equivocate with the verb “to be.” Plutarch testifies, almost in the 
same breath, that for the Stoics “only bodies are” (onta gar mona ta 
somata) and that “some things are that are not” (einai men ouk'onta 
d'einai; Comm. Not. 1073d-e). Victor Caston (1999) helpfully 
suggests some language: for the Stoics, to talk about something as 


“a being” (on) is self-consciously to “mark” its ontological status. 
Although Plutarch himself finds the claim absurd, he is telling us 
that the Stoics use “marked” and “unmarked” senses of the verb 
“einai,” which Caston renders “exist” for onta (beings in strictu sensu) 
and “be” for other usages, including the copula, the particular 
quantifier “there is,” and the being of those things that, in the strict 
sense, don’t exist. For my purposes, the crucial thing is that making 
to ti the supreme genus is a way for the Stoics to say that “non- 
being is in a sense.” They also sometimes use terminology like 
“subsist” (huphistanai) and “obtain” (huparkhein) to express the 
“non-being that is in a sense” of incorporeals. For instance, Galen, 
another unimpressed Platonist, talks about the “over-refined 
linguistic quibbling” of Stoic philosophers who “generically divide 
the existent [to on] and the subsistent [to huphestos]” (HP §27G). 
Likewise, the anthologist Stobaeus reports the view of Chrysippus, 
legendary logician and third head of the Stoa, that the present 
“obtains” (huparkhein), like a predicate obtains of a subject, but the 
past and future “subsist” (huphestanai) without obtaining (HP §51B). 
This is the language to which Deleuze is alluding when he says that 
events “inhere or subsist” in propositions. 

In fact, it may be no accident that Stoic ontology involves a 
quasi-Platonic equivocation on “being.” Jacques Brunschwig (1994) 
has influentially argued that Stoic corporealism is probably derived 
from a direct engagement with Plato’s Sophist. The thesis that only 
bodies actually exist is reminiscent of the position of the Giants or 
“Sons of the Earth”—only what can be grasped by a body, and is 
thus the same sort of thing as a body, properly speaking is (Soph. 
246a)—and Zeno, who studied with the Platonist Polemo in Athens, 
could have developed his position in an explicit reaction to this 
passage (Brunschwig 1994: 119-126; cf. Sellars 2011). The thesis is 
made more plausible by the fact that Plato presents the Sons of the 
Earth as being stymied by the question of whether virtues like 
wisdom and justice are bodies when they certainly don’t seem to be 
(Soph. 247b-c), but the Stoics deliberately evade such a trap. 
Whereas Plato imagines the Sons of the Earth using the 
identification between bodies and existence to argue for a 
“deflationist ontology,” in which if it isn’t a body then it can’t exist, 
Zeno uses corporealism to advocate an “inflationist somatology,” in 
which “whatever is an existent is a body, even if it does not appear 
to be one” (Brunschwig 1994: 123). So virtues and vices are bodies, 


even if they don’t seem to be. Thus when Stobaeus reports Zeno’s 
view that a cause is a body, he gives as an example: prudence is the 
cause of being prudent (HP §55A). 

Souls and virtues, which had been incorporeal for Plato, are not 
Stoic-incorporeal. They are just bodies. But Stoic somatology can 
only be inflated so far. A generally accepted list of what the Stoics 
do consider incorporeals (and hence non-existents that are in a 
sense) appears in Sextus Empiricus: void (kenon), place (topos), time 
(khronos), and “sayable” (lekton) (M 10. 218). It is easiest to see in 
the case of void why this feature of the Stoic universe would be 
necessarily incorporeal and non-existent. If void is, by definition, 
not a body and if only bodies exist, then void must be a non- 
existent incorporeal. And yet (strange to say about the void) the 
Stoics think it is not nothing. The Stoics include it in their 
cosmology, as the infinite that lies outside the corporeal continuum 
of the cosmos (D.L. 7.140). 

The last-mentioned incorporeal, the “sayable,” particularly 
interests Deleuze. What modern scholarship renders “sayable,” 
lekton, Bréhier rendered “exprimable” (1928: 14), and Deleuze refers 
to this doctrine, which he equates directly with sense: sense is “the 
expressed or expressible [exprimable] of the proposition” (LS 22; cf. 
LS 12, 86, 182; DR 156). 

Consistent with their corporealism, the Stoics rejected Platonic 
ideas: Stobaeus reports that Zeno said that “there are no Ideas.” 
Instead, “what we ‘participate in’ are concepts [ennoémata],” which 
he glosses as “appearances [phantasmata] produced by the soul” 
(HP §30A, translation modified). As Bréhier notes, the Stoics used 
their thinking about concepts and especially about lekta to tackle 
the topics Plato dealt with in terms of ideas—for example, 
predication and participation. Stobaeus implies that Zeno thought 
his concepts could do the same work as the ideas, in a way that 
avoids the two-world metaphysics of Plato and all the problems 
associated with the idealist position. There is even one report 
(hostile, of course) from the Neoplatonist Syrianus, which implies 
that Chrysippus treated the Forms in a linguistifying way as 
“conventions involving names” (tés ton onomaton sunétheias) (HP 
§30H). 

As Deleuze emphasizes, one topic that Plato dealt with in terms of 
ideas was “truth.” The transcendence of the idea was intended to 
provide the ground for “rectifying” opinions and establishing 


lineages of “true claimants” (those whose claims are underwritten 
by the Forms). I described in the last chapter how the introduction 
of non-being that is in a sense in the Sophist—to which the Stoic 
ontological stemma bears a non-coincidental family resemblance— 
is prompted by the interlocutors’ desire to define the producer of 
phantasmata by means of statements and how doing so requires 
qualifying the veridical import of the verb to be by accepting that 
falsehoods (pseudé) in some sense are or that non-being in some 
sense is (“to mé on einai”) (237a). In that dialogue, the difference 
between the two kinds of images, likenesses (eikoOnes) and 
appearances (phantasmata), has to do with how the latter are 
distorted imitations. As Plato’s own comparison has it, likeness 
making is the approach that produces what we would call 
“realistic” works of art, whereas appearance making plays with 
proportions for the sake of effects—for example, the anamorphic 
effect created by distorting the size of the upper parts of a huge 
statue. Another way of making this point is in terms of what I 
called, following Allen, “onto-logic.” The truth of the eikon is a 
consequence of its meeting the requirements of mirroring or 
adequation. Its truth is “determined by the being of beings.” Plato is 
thinking of onto-logic both in the Sophist and in the Cratylus where 
Socrates explains that “those [statements] that say of the things that 
are that they are, are true, while those that say of the things that 
are that they are not, are false” (385b). In the Sophist, Plato even 
says that appearance-makers, like the sophist, “say goodbye to the 
truth” (236a). Such an “onto-logical” conception requires that true 
statements stand in a certain relation of mirroring with the things 
that are. We may be accustomed to thinking about the 
correspondence theory of truth in a, so to speak, empiricist way: 
true statements mirror the configurations of existent bodies in the 
world. Plato, however, construes the onto-logic of images 
idealistically, in relation to those entities preeminent in being, the 
ideas. 

Now the Stoics reject Platonic ideas: only particular bodies exist, 
not incorporeal universals. Moreover, they take up the anti-Eleatic 
thread of the Sophist and advance with it, Deleuze would say, more 
consistently than Plato does himself. The Stoic ontological stemma 
countenances non-existents that are in a sense, incorporeal 
somethings like lekta, which the Stoics rely on in their accounts of 
language, meaning, and even truth. Deleuze’s reading of the Stoics 


takes off from the suspicion that the intimacy of incorporeal events 
to bodies, which characterizes their inversion of Plato, should also 
imply a new way of thinking and talking about truth. This would be 
an inversion of Platonic “onto-logic.” Truth would not involve a 
special relationship of correspondence with, mirroring of, or 
reference to, being. Rather, Deleuze thinks, it would imply quite a 
different approach to truth that involves the relations among the 
senses of things, or the events that are “essential” to bodies. 

In the works of the late 1960s, Deleuze talks about “truth” in a 
completely anti-classical way. Here the topics of non-being, sense, 
and event come together with a theme that cuts across Deleuze’s 
readings of all three of the ancient Greek philosophical systems I 
examine—Stoic, Aristotelian, and Epicurean. That is, the topic of 
the problem. Following Bergson (B 15) and, he claims, Kant (DR 
161), Deleuze is interested in applying the test of truth and 
falsehood to problems rather than the propositions derived from 
them. This notion of the “truth of the problem” basically means the 
productivity of problems, the quality they possess that makes them 
generative, and it is closely connected to the notion of sense, which 
the Stoics discovered: “What is essential is that there occurs at the 
heart of problems a genesis of truth ... . The only way to take talk 
of ‘true and false problems’ seriously is in terms of a production of 
the true and the false by means of problems, and in proportion to 
their sense” (DR 162); “A solution always has the truth it deserves 
according to the problem to which it is a response, and the problem 
always has the solution it deserves in proportion to its own truth or 
falsity—in other words, in proportion to its sense” (DR 159). In the 
Logic of Sense, Deleuze is even bolder: 


The genetic element is discovered only when the 
notions of true and false are transferred from 
propositions to the problem these propositions 
are supposed to resolve, and they [viz. true and 
false] therefore alter completely their meaning 
in this transfer. Or rather, it is the category of 
sense which replaces the category of truth, when 
“true” and “false” qualify the problem instead of 
the propositions which correspond to it. (LS 120) 


Sense replaces the truth of propositions—that is, adequation, 
mirroring, onto-logic, and the relationship between propositions 
and what they denote. Or perhaps, Deleuze moderates the claim, 
sense is identical to “truth” in a different sense: “The relation 
between the problem and its conditions defines sense as the truth of 
the problem as such” (LS 120-1). “Truth” seems to be as equivocal 
as “being” was: “the problem or sense,” Deleuze says, is both the 
“site of an originary truth” (that of the problem) and “the genesis of 
a derived truth,” that of propositions. Needless to say, this usage of 
the word “truth” sharply contrasts with the tradition of “onto- 
logic”: the “truth” of the problem “is a matter of production, not of 
adequation” (DR 154). 

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze construes this generative 
quality of problems, so to speak, noologically. It represents the 
priority of problems over solutions and a challenge to, or reversal 
of, the dogmatic image of thought, which defines problems in terms 
of the “possibility of their finding a solution,” when in fact 
““solvability’ must depend upon an internal characteristic ... must 
be determined by the conditions of the problem, engendered in and 
by the problem” (DR 162). The Logic of Sense makes the same point 
in terms of sense, reference, and the other “dimensions of the 
proposition.” 


It appears that sense, in its organization of 
aleatory and singular points, problems and 
questions, series and displacement, is doubly 
generative: not only does it engender the logical 
proposition with its determinate dimensions 
(denotation, manifestation, and signification); it 
engenders also the objective correlates of this 
proposition which were themselves first 
produced as_ ontological propositions (the 
denoted, the manifested, the signified). (LS 120) 


The productivity of sense—in other words, the truth of the problem 
—which is derived from the power of paradox and aleatory 
elements (the topic of Chapter 3 below), generates both the 


dimensions of the proposition and the “correlates” of each of them. 
That is, sense and the theory of the “truth” of problems is meant to 
encompass and deflate the correspondence theory of truth. The truth 
of problems encompasses the veridical import of onto-logic, just as 
(for the Stoics) non-being (that is in a sense) is a more 
comprehensive genus than explicitly “marked” being. Unlike a 
proposition, Deleuze says, a problem does not refer to beings, from 
which it takes its truth or falsity; it “refers on the contrary to an 
ideational objectivity or to a structure constitutive of sense which 
grounds both knowledge and the known, the proposition and its 
correlates” (LS 120). This “ideational objectivity’—that of senses 
and events (the only ideality left, given the reversal of Platonism 
[LS 7, 53])—enjoys a kind of non-being which “inheres, subsists, or 
persists ... the being of the problematic, that we should perhaps 
write as (non)-being or ?-being” (LS 123). 

Deleuze shifts talk of “truth” away from “onto-logic” in general— 
on the one hand, making it a property of problems rather than 
propositions, and a matter of “non-being” rather than “being” with 
its veridical import. I think that by doing so Deleuze wants to say 
that understanding truth in the classical way, as correspondence or 
adequation, requiring a more or less mysterious relationship called 
“reference” between representations and being or reality, is a dead 
end. And he’s in good company. The researches of post-Quinean 
pragmatists like Davidson and Rorty have borne out how futile it 
really is to seek such a relationship for founding a theory of truth 
(Davidson 2001; Patton 2014). Dancing a kind of pas de deux with 
the pragmatist tradition (Allen 2014), Deleuze also thinks it is a 
mistake to concentrate on this idea of truth. We should instead 
think about whatever it is that makes problems productive, and if 
we do so consistently enough, we will stop wondering what relation 
to reality makes thoughts true. Instead of reasoning from being to 
the truth-value of propositions, Deleuze advocates reasoning from 
non-being (of the event or sense) to the “truth”-value of problems. 
Doing so, he thinks he is following the Stoic lead. This shift, he 
implies, will make it possible to tell a genetic story about the notion 
of reference that the correspondence theory of truth involves. The 
genetic story about the metaphysical theory of reference begins 
when we stop talking about truth as if it involved a relation 
between thought or language and something it confronts, something 
that “makes it true.” Rather than explaining correspondence 


(something it cannot do), reference itself will be explained in terms 
of what it presupposes—namely, sense. 

This is the very same “sense” that Deleuze claims the Stoics 
discovered in their doctrine of non-existent incorporeals. At least 
part of what is at stake here is the genesis of the idea of reference 
that the classical theory of truth takes for granted. 


Stoic cosmobiology and the ontological dependence of 
incorporeals 


Deleuze speaks about sense as being able to explain reference 
because it engenders both the “logical proposition” with its various 
dimensions and also the proposition’s “objective correlates,” first 
produced as “ontological propositions” such as “the denoted” (LS 
120). This makes it sound like the theme of the truth of problems 
and the “structure constitutive of sense” is supposed to explain not 
only the genesis of a certain way of thinking or speaking— 
something logical—but also something ontological. Is “the denoted” 
a being, that is, what the Stoics would’ve identified with a body? 
Deleuze seems to respond in the affirmative when he asks himself: 
“How can we maintain both that sense produces the states of affairs 
in which it is embodied, and that it is itself produced by these states 
of affairs or the actions and passions of bodies ...?” (LS 124) 
Deleuze had described sense-events as “effects” for the Stoics 
rather than causes: he called them “impassive,” “sterile, 
inefficacious” (LS 7). Now he says that when he did so “it was not 
from the point of view of genesis.” From the point of view of 
genesis, “sense has at its disposal a genetic power inherited from 
the quasi-cause” (LS 124). I will talk a lot about “quasi-causality” in 
subsequent chapters. For now I want to point out that if Deleuze 
thinks the Stoic theory of the sense of incorporeal lekta can tell us 
something about the “truth” or productivity of problems, and giving 
a genetic account of the relationship between states of affairs and 
words, thoughts, or propositions, then such non-beings ought to 
have a kind of autonomy with respect to actual beings. They cannot 
be merely by-products dependent upon relations among beings 
(bodies), since then they would just presuppose those bodies as a 
kind of uninterpreted reality, and the notion that it is possible to 
use lekta to tell a genetic story would ring hollow. They only appear 
impassive, sterile, and so on, from a perspective other than that of 


genesis. 

Stoic physics seems at first to deflate this aspect of Deleuze’s 
interpretation. Generally speaking, the Stoics construed the relation 
between bodies and incorporeals in Stoicism as involving the 
dependence of the latter on the former. 

Consider the Stoic cosmos. It is one whole constituted by two 
principles (arkhai), called the active (to poion) and the passive (to 
paskhon). The Stoics identify the ungenerated active principle with 
logos, rational order, and with god or Zeus (D.L. 7.134-5, 147). 
These identifications, along with Zeno’s characterization of the 
active logos as a “pur tekhnikon” or “crafting fire,” probably come 
from his reading of Heraclitus (Stobaeus, Eclogae, 1. 25,3 = SVF 1. 
120; Long 1976). But Zeno combines this Heraclitean conception of 
the logos with some Aristotelian elements by associating the active 
principle with heat and the passive principle with wetness. 
Theophrastus the Peripatetic summarizes Aristotelian biology: 
“everywhere nature generates life by mixing heat with moisture, the 
moisture acting as matter (hulé) for the heat” (De causis plantarum 
3.23.3, quoted by Lapidge 1978: 165). The Stoics also identify the 
moist passive principle with matter (D.L. 7.134) and treat the entire 
universe as an organic mixture of these two principles at every 
level. Stoic cosmology is a “cosmobiology” (Todd 1978: 144). 

Although Zeno’s organicism may seem quite Aristotelian, with its 
active rational principles and passive matter, it is important to 
grasp an essential difference. Aristotle says that the active 
component in sexual generation is superior to the passive 
component insofar as “the definition and the form” of the organism 
belong to the former, and not the latter (Gen. an. 732a 1-12). While 
the active Stoic principle is divine, it is not formal in the Aristotelian 
sense of immaterial. Both Stoic principles are bodies. The Stoics 
identify divine agency with a corporeal pneuma or “breath” which 
permeates intra-cosmic bodies (D.L. 7. 157; Galen, Hist. Phil. 24, 
p.613, 12 = SVF 1. 136). Different quantities of animating pneuma 
contain different portions of divine logos and are distributed to 
different kinds of bodies, relative to their functional complexity. For 
example, a low degree of pneumatic permeation, a bond or tenor 
(hexis), guarantees the simple cohesion of bodies like bones and 
rocks; a greater quantity of pneuma in a body is called a nature 
(phusis) and belongs to living things like plants, serving them as a 
principle of nutrition and growth, and a soul (psukhé) causes 


perception and locomotion in animals, as well as all the simpler 
functions (D.L. 7. 138-39; HP 847N; S.E. M 9. 81). These quantities 
of pneuma in bodies are called spermatikoi logoi, “seminal reasons” 
(HP 846A), but they do not relate to matter as form. Rather, as 
pneuma, seminal reasons are themselves corporeal, and they 
actively affect bodies by communicating motion to passive matter in 
a manner described as “tensional” (toniké). The precise character of 
such tensional motion is perhaps not totally clear—Alexander of 
Aphrodisias describes pneumata causing bodies to cohere by moving 
“in opposite directions at the same time” (De mixt. 224. 23-26)— 
but it is clear that the causal action of a seminal reason inside a 
body is not qualitatively different from the causal action between 
bodies. A seminal reason is not an incorporeal form. 

Interpretations of Stoic ontology have traditionally aimed to 
make it maximally consistent with a basic commitment to such 
corporealism. What the Stoics really do consider incorporeal (time, 
lekta, place, and void) were consequently treated as having a 
derivative ontological status. If beings are bodies, non-bodies must 
have “a subordinate or rather dependent mode of existence” 
(Graeser 1978: 89). For example, in the context of causality, 
incorporeal sayables are the mere “side-effects” of causal processes 
(Long and Sedley 1987: 201). Thus to call incorporeals “subsistent” 
(huphistamenon, parhuphistamenon), as the Stoics do, is to indicate 
their derivative, even “parasitic” relation to bodies (Lloyd 1987). 

Challenging the received view of incorporeals as dependent 
existence, some scholars in the 1970s argued that it is more in 
keeping with Stoic “cosmobiology” to characterize the cosmos not 
as a hierarchized network of bodies acting on one another, both 
internally and externally, but as one single body—a kind of cosmic 
organism—acting on itself, and to treat what the Stoics called 
principles as “aspects” of this cosmic whole (Long and Sedley 1987: 
274). Since the duality of active and passive principles would be 
something “reached by a logical, or conceptual, distinction,” the 
principles themselves could “be identified as what the Stoics called 
lekta, or incorporeal statements made about bodies” (Todd 1978: 
139, 142; cf. Lapidge 1973: 241). This would make lekta the 
fundamental features of the Stoic universe. There is even some 
textual support for the view that Stoic principles are lekta, in the 
form of an alternative reading of Diogenes Laertius (7.134) that 
adds a privative alpha to the word “sdmatos” (SVF 2. 299). 


However, the incorporeality of lekta is not considered plausible 
today (Bobzien 1998: 17 n.5; Cooper 2009: 97 n.11). Michael Frede 
even goes so far as to say that if Diogenes Laertius said the Stoic 
principles were incorporeal, he must have been mistaken (2005: 
216). 

Nevertheless, contemporary scholarship is hesitant to accept the 
simple parasitism of incorporeals on bodies. For example, Caston 
doubts that the Stoic usage of the term “huphistanai” implies 
anything stronger than covariance or “supervenience” (1999: 207 
n.126) and Marcelo Boeri (2001) argues that an asymmetrical 
relationship between incorporeals and corporeals is “not consistent 
with Stoic philosophy as a whole.” Instead, we should recognize the 
“reciprocal dependence” between bodies and incorporeals (2001: 
727-28). Take time, for example. It is not obvious that it’s simply 
dependent upon the causal networks of bodies. Rather, Boeri argues 
that the Stoics understood incorporeal time as the “necessary 
condition” for the interactions among bodies, and presupposed by 
them. He singles out Clement of Alexandria as the lone extant 
recording of a Stoic view in which time counts as a cause. Clement 
takes the process of a child learning as an example; the child’s 
father, he says, is the “prokatarctic” cause, affording the occasion 
for learning, the teacher the “sunhektic” (or perfect) cause, the 
child’s character a “cooperating cause” (sunergon), and time is the 
cause “sine qua non” (hon ouk aneu), the phrase Boeri renders 
“necessary condition” (Strom., 8.9.25,4). Lekta likewise, Boeri 
thinks, exercise a reciprocal influence upon bodies: “Sayables also 
play a crucial role in the constitution of the real and corporeal 
world, for one of their basic functions consists in establishing the 
logical-linguistic relations which permit us to categorize the object, 
so that we can know it” (2001: 732). 

Like these scholars, Deleuze rejects the simple dependency of 
incorporeals on bodies. According to his view that Stoic lekta can 
help us to produce a genetic account of onto-logic, incorporeal lekta 
(senses) are not merely dependent, “sterile” by-products of causal 
networks among existing bodies, but exercise a power that he calls 
“quasi-causal.” Deleuze even refers for support to the same report 
about Stoic causality as Boeri: Clement of Alexandria records that 
“others [the Stoics] say that body is properly speaking cause, and 
that the incorporeal is as it were causal [hoion aitiddds], in a manner 
of speaking [katakhréstikos]” (Strom., 8.9.26). It’s quite economical 


to render “hoion aitiddds” as “quasi-causally.” Deleuze is deriving 
this terminology from Clement, a fact partially obscured in the 
French translation he quotes and buried even deeper in the English. 
Even though Clement is discussing the quasi-causality of time, 
Deleuze appears either to generalize this account and apply it to all 
the incorporeals or to transfer the claim to lekta specifically (Sellars 
2007a). 


Sense and Stoic semantics 


I will return to the question of the alleged independence of 
incorporeals, and the difficult notion of “quasi-causality” over the 
next two chapters. Now I want to move from Stoic ontology in 
general to semantics. How does Deleuze’s interpretation of Stoic 
lekta fit the extant evidence? It’s a mixed bag. The Stoic theory does 
to some extent justify Deleuze’s appropriation of the Stoics in his 
project of giving a genetic account of the “truth” of problems by 
way of the theory of sense, but it cannot completely justify it, since 
Stoic semantics rely, in the last resort, on an epistemology that 
remains referential or “onto-logical” (involving a correspondence 
theory of truth with something that “makes it true”). 

The Stoics like to represent philosophical subdisciplines in 
arborescent hierarchies. They claim that the discipline of dialectic, 
itself a branch of logic, is divided into two subordinate topics: “the 
topic about the signified [sémainomenon] and [the topic about] the 
utterance [phdoné].” Furthermore, “the topic about the signified is 
[divided] into that about representations [phantasiai] and that 
about the lekta subsisting with respect to them” (D.L. 7.43). The 
second half of dialectic—the topic about the utterance—formulates 
criteria for the art of speaking well, and applies to language as 
something corporeal. The first half of dialectic, in contrast, 
pertaining to the sémainomenon, treats language insofar as it 
involves incorporeal meanings. 

The latter includes the study of truth and falsity: 


True and false have been variously located in 
what is signified [to sémainomenon], in the 
utterance [phoné], and in the motion of thought. 
The Stoics opted for the first of these, claiming 


that three things are linked together: what is 
signified, that which signifies [to semainon] and 
the object of reference [to tunkhanon]. That 
which signifies is the utterance, e.g. “Dion,” 
what is signified is the specific state of affairs [to 
pragma], which is indicated by the utterance and 
which we grasp as subsistent [paruphistamenon] 
on our thought but the barbarians do not 
understand, even though they hear the 
utterance; the object of reference is the external 
existent [tunkhnanon de to ektos hupokeimenon], 
that is, Dion himself. Of these, two are bodies, 
utterance and the object of reference. But the 
state of affairs signified [to sémainomenon 
pragma] is not a body but a lekton, which is true 
or false. (S.E. M 8. 11-12; trans. Long 1971: 76- 
77, modified) 


There is a lot in this important passage. First, the Stoics clearly 
identify states of affairs (pragmata) with lekta (compare D.L. 7.57). 
This identification stands in stark contrast with the Peripatetic use 
of the term pragma, which usually denotes visible, tangible objects, 
the sorts of things the Stoics call tunkhonta. Here the term lekton, 
which literally means “what is said,” suggests that there is some 
thing (ti) that is said. Although this something is not existent in the 
full, corporeal sense, it nevertheless stands as a kind of necessary 
precondition of making utterances, enabling communication 
between speakers of the same language. 

The Stoics also identify lekta with predicates (katégorémata) (HP 
§55A; S.E. M 9.211), which substantiates Deleuze’s claim that the 
Stoic theory of events treats the same subject matter (predication) 
that Plato dealt with in the theory of ideas. Caston explains that the 
Stoics “begin from a distinction between naming and attribution, 
which takes its origin from Plato’s Sophist (261e-263d). But the 
Stoics mark this difference in strongly ontological terms. What we 


name are bodies. But in speaking about bodies, we do something 
quite different” (Caston 1999: 205). A statement like “Peter is 
walking” does two things: it names Peter (a body) and it attributes 
(katégoreisthai) walking to that body. The attribute “that-he-is- 
walking” is a real (though non-existent) something attributed to 
Peter. 

Finally, the Stoics distinguish between “complete” and “deficient” 
lekta: 


Deficient [ellipé] are those which are unfinished 
in their expression, such as writes; for we go on 
to ask “Who?” Complete [autotelé] are those 
which are finished in their expression, such as 
Socrates writes. So predicates [katégorémata] are 
placed among the incomplete lekta, and 
propositions [axidmata] and syllogisms and 
questions and enquiries are placed among the 
complete. (D.L. 7.63, trans. Inwood and Gerson, 
modified) 


A proposition is the kind of complete lekton that takes a truth-value 
(D.L. 7.65). It has been thought that the Stoics considered a lekton 
“complete” when it combines a reference to a body with the 
attribution of a predicate to it, and that a proposition’s truth or 
falsity therefore depends on the correspondence between body and 
predicate. For example, A. A. Long argues that the difference 
between a complete and deficient lekton is that the former refers to 
an existent situation and the latter does not. A complete lekton is a 
combination of a subject or case (ptdsis) and a_ predicate 
(katégoréma). Deficient lekta lack a reference, which ptosis provides. 
Thus, for the Stoics “To understand ... is to perceive the connexion 
between the spoken word and its object of reference. And it is this 
reference of an utterance to some object which is ‘what is signified’ 
[seémainomenon] and lekton” (Long 1971: 77). By equating lekton 
with reference to an object, Long makes reference fundamental to 
the Stoic theory of meaning. 

Andreas Graeser (1978) provides the classic criticism of this view. 


His paper is relevant here because it attributes to the Stoics a 
position similar to the one Deleuze does. Graeser doubts that the 
Stoics even “had available to them a word for expressing our 
concept of denotation” and argues that sémainein “in Stoic 
semantics stands exclusively for a relation that holds between the 
linguistic sign and its sense” (1978: 81). Ptdsis, which may seem to 
be a strong candidate for expressing the concept of reference, 
actually doesn’t do so. Evidence from Clement (Strom. 8.9.26,5) 
may indicate that the Stoics use “ptdsis” to pick out the species of 
incorporeal lekton related to nouns and noun phrases, not a special 
relationship between words and world (although Long and Sedley 
still doubt it: 1987: 201). Graeser even claims there is no genuine 
evidence that for the Stoics proper names refer to an existent object, 
and that the evidence that does exist indicates that the Stoics think 
names must be supplemented by deixis (contextual pointing) in 
order to refer. For example, Chrysippus apparently understood the 
deixis “this man” to imply the existence of the man in question (HP 
§38F). As Graeser puts it, the Stoic theory of meaning, in contrast, 
is “fundamentally nonreferential” (1978: 87). 


Deleuze, Frege, Meinong 


In the background to this scholarly disagreement about the 
referential or non-referential character of the Stoic theory of 
meaning is the widespread claim that the Stoics anticipated Gottlob 
Frege’s distinction between what he called Sinn and Bedeutung 
(Mates 1953: 19-26; Long 1971: 105; Graeser 1978: 78-82; Frede 
1994: 119). Deleuze joins the chorus of Stoic interpreters when he 
says that the Stoics discovered “sense” in the form of the doctrine of 
incorporeal lekta and later refers directly to Frege’s paper “On Sense 
and Reference” (LS 29). Of course, The Logic of Sense makes it clear 
that Deleuze is taking the word “sense” from Husserl’s Ideas (LS 20- 
1; cf. Husserl 1983: 309-16), which does not refer to Frege 
(Dejanovic 2014). But it is no accident that Frege and the Stoics 
appear together in this book. How Fregean is Deleuze being when 
he talks about the Stoic discovery of sense, and how Fregean is the 
Stoics’ presumptively “nonreferential” theory of meaning? 
Motivated by the question of how it is possible that some 
identity-statements (such as “the morning star is the evening star’) 
possess a “cognitive value” distinct from a bald identification like “a 


= a” (1960: 56-7), Frege introduces terminology. A name or sign 
has both a reference (Bedeutung) and a sense (Sinn). The former is 
an object (say, the astronomical body of the planet Venus), and the 
latter contains the “mode of presentation” of that object (its 
appearing in the sky at dawn or at dusk, as the case may be). 
Statements of the type “a = a” are tautologies about one name that 
has a certain reference and a certain sense, while statements of the 
type “a = b” say about two names that they have the same 
reference (the same object) and a different sense (that they express 
a different “mode of presentation”). 

Frege expands the scheme beyond names or signs. Whole 
sentences also have sense and reference. The sense of a sentence is, 
Frege says, the “thought” it contains, which, he explains in a 
footnote, is not something subjective like an “idea” (Vorstellung) but 
the “objective content” of thinking that can be common to many 
thinkers (1960: 62). Moreover, the reference of a sentence, Frege 
idiosyncratically claims, is its truth-value. So, for example, the 
reference of a true sentence is “the True” (1960: 63). Thus, if “a” 
and “b” are sentences, then a = b says that they have the same 
reference (i.e., the same truth-value) and a different sense (they 
express a different thought). 

As Daniela Voss as has argued (2013b), Frege’s conception of 
linguistic “sense” has at least one important feature that informs 
Deleuze’s appropriation of the word: one and the same reference 
can have many senses associated with it. In a footnote Frege writes: 


In the case of an actual proper name such as 
“Aristotle” opinions as to the sense may differ. It 
might, for instance, be taken to be the following: 
the pupil of Plato and teacher of Alexander the 
Great. Anyone who does this will attach another 
sense to the sentence “Aristotle was born in 
Stagira” than will a man who takes as the sense 
of the name: the teacher of Alexander the Great 
who was born in Stagira. (1960: 58) 


The difference between “The teacher of Alexander who was born in 
Stagira” and “The pupil of Plato and teacher of Alexander” is just 


the difference of senses of a name. Frege would say, here there is a 
slight difference in the mode of presentation of the object (Aristotle) 
or perhaps in the thought involved in a sentence, but not a 
difference in the object itself or the sentence’s truth-value. That 
there are always multiple senses for any given reference is 
something Deleuze likes in Frege. What is basically “Fregean” about 
Deleuze’s use of “sense” is that wherever there is sense there is a 
plurality (Voss 2013b: 10). There are likely to be unforeseeably 
many senses for signs with the same reference. Frege, in contrast, 
sees such proliferation of senses as testifying to the imperfection of 
natural language: “such variations of sense may be tolerated, 
although they are to be avoided in the theoretical structure of a 
demonstrative science and ought not to occur in a perfect language” 
(1960: 58). 

Graeser, who calls the Stoic theory of meaning “fundamentally 
nonreferential,” thinks this is why it anticipates Frege. For the 
Stoics, linguistic meaning lies in the relation between the name/ 
sign/utterance (sémainon/phoné) and the non-existent sense-like 
entity (sémainomenon/lekton), not between a name and being. This 
sounds a bit like Frege’s view. The relation between a “mode of 
presentation” and a sign is clearly not the same thing as a relation 
between a being and a name. 

It’s doubtful, however, that Frege’s theory of meaning is 
“fundamentally nonreferential.” At one point, he imagines a 
potential objection. Idealists or skeptics may ask: how can you say 
that a name, like “Moon,” refers to an object if you don’t even know 
that such an object exists? Frege responds that when we speak we 
always presuppose that our words have reference: “when we say 
‘the Moon,’ we do not intend to speak of our idea of the Moon, nor 
are we Satisfied with the sense alone, but we presuppose a 
reference” (1960: 61). Of course, we could be wrong, and so it’s 
appropriate to add the proviso “if such reference exists” when 
necessary, but the skeptic’s objection is deeply unnatural. The 
default assumption when we speak is that there is a reference. Frege 
also considers sentences that seem to have a sense but no reference, 
for example, sentences containing the names of fictitious entities, 
such as “Odysseus was set ashore at Ithaca while sound asleep” 
(1960: 62). It’s true that in aesthetic appreciation, we are 
sometimes only interested in the sense, or the thought, that a 
sentence contains. But, “the thought is not enough for us” on its 


own: “we are concerned with its truth value” and so the “question 
of truth ... cause[s] us to abandon aesthetic delight for an attitude 
of scientific investigation.” He concludes: “It is the striving for truth 
that drives us always to advance from the sense to the reference” 
(1960: 63). 

Frege’s “striving for truth,” which implies the fundamentality of 
reference rather than sense, seems to embody one of the postulates 
of what Deleuze calls the “image of thought,” namely thought’s 
“upright nature” or special relationship with the truth. As a 
corollary, there is in Frege “a strangely detached relation” (Voss 
2013b: 2) between the question of truth or falsity and sense. This 
“strange detachment” appears to be what Deleuze picks up on when 
he suggests that sense is related not to the truth of propositions but 
the “truth of problems.” Deleuze means, as I have suggested, that 
sense is detached from the traditional conception of truth and 
falsity as involving some relation between language or thought and 
its objects that “makes” statements or thoughts true (“onto-logic”), 
such as one finds in Plato and Aristotle. 

Deleuze claims that the Stoics discovered the sense-reference 
distinction on the basis of their having distinguished between being 
and non-being that is in a sense (i.e., between bodies and 
incorporeals). The philosopher who reprised this theme most 
explicitly during the same period as Frege was Meinong, whose 
significance for Deleuze is much less ambiguous than that of Frege: 


Sense is the fourth dimension of the proposition. 
The Stoics discovered it along with the event ... . 
The discovery was made a second time in the 
fourteenth century, in Ockham’s school ... . It 
was made a third time at the end of the 
nineteenth century, by the great philosopher and 
logician Meinong. (LS 19) 


Meinong rediscovered sense. It’s an odd idea, since Meinong doesn’t 
use the Fregean language of “sense.” Deleuze’s association of the 
Stoics and Meinong is compelling, however, to the extent that they 
are both interested in developing comprehensive schemata in which 
being and non-being are both subsets of something more general. 


Meinong’s ambition to produce a theory of objects “as such and in 
general” ([1904] 1960: 78) goes beyond the opposition between 
being and non-being, such that one can talk about the properties of 
non-existent objects (Meinong’s examples are ideal and 
mathematical objects) just as easily as talking about those of 
existent ones. In fact Meinong infamously thinks his analysis can 
help us understand objects that couldn’t be actual since they are 
self-contradictory. We can still talk about the qualities, the “such- 
ness” (Sosein), of the “round square,” for example, so there must be 
an object (albeit a non-existent one) corresponding to our use of the 
concept ([1904] 1960: 82). In general, for Meinong, statements to 
the effect that impossible objects are not presuppose a general 
schema of intentional objecticity beyond being and non-being: “if I 
should be able to judge that a certain object is not, then I appear to 
have had to grasp the Object in some way beforehand, in order to 
say anything about its non-being” ([1904] 1960: 84). The idea is 
that objects possess reality prior to their existence or non-existence. 
He calls this kind of reality Aujfsersein (roughly, “apart-ness”) and 
advocates “the principle of the indifference to being [Aufersein] of 
the pure object” ([1904] 1960: 86). This is what Deleuze takes to be 
equivalent to the Stoic discovery of sense: Meinong’s “Theory of 
Objects” is reminiscent of the Stoic ontological stemma and both 
the Stoics and Meinong are interested in a supreme genus 
characterized in terms of “non-being that is in a sense” and 
populated by “subsistent” entities—for whose being the Stoics use 
the term huphistanai and Meinong, bestehen. Once again, Deleuze is 
not the only one who detects a similarity: Long and Sedley compare 
the Stoic marked and unmarked senses of “to be” with Meinong’s 
distinction between subsistence and existence (bestehen and 
existieren) (1987: 164), and Caston calls the Stoics “true 
Meinongians” avant la lettre (1999: 154). 

Why does Deleuze say that Meinong’s theory of objects is a 
rediscovery of sense? I suspect that this association of Frege and 
Meinong actually comes from Bertrand Russell. Deleuze may have 
been led to connect them by his reading of Hubert Elie’s Le complexe 
signifiable (1936), as an endnote suggests (LS 337), but the 
connection could just as well derive from Russell’s “On Denoting,” 
to which Deleuze refers more obliquely (LS 20). In that text, Russell 
simultaneously presents Frege’s sense-reference distinction as a 
response to Meinong’s inclusion of contradictory/impossible objects 


among “pure objects,” and Meinong’s theory of objects as a 
response to difficulties arising from Frege’s sense-reference 
distinction. Each theory corrects the excesses of the other. They are 
linked in Russell’s mind and consequently in Deleuze’s. 

Russell, however, criticizes both Meinong and Frege. He puts it to 
Meinong that not every denoting phrase refers to an object, so the 
“universal” theory of objects is ontologically promiscuous and relies 
on unanalyzed assumptions about the superficial grammar of 
sentences. Russell’s response to Frege in the essay is much more 
difficult to grasp and much ink has been spilt trying to understand 
it (e.g., Pakaluk 1993; Kremer 1994). The upshot of “On Denoting” 
is at least clear: assuming that denoting phrases have both sense 
and reference leads to “rather curious difficulties” which are 
“sufficient to prove that the theory which leads to [them] must be 
wrong” (Russell 1905b: 485). Russell’s takeaway is: junk the sense- 
reference distinction and do without sense. 

Deleuze does characterize Russell as denying that we should 
countenance sense at all—“But is it necessary to recognize such a 
supplementary instance?” (LS 19)—but he seems to imagine that 
this is a criticism of Meinong rather than Frege: “In each period the 
controversy is taken up anew” (LS 19-20). Just as sense was 
rediscovered a number of times in the history of philosophy (in 
“Ockham’s school” and so on), so also philosophical controversies 
have repeatedly flared up over the question of whether the 
discovery is a genuine one or whether sense is really required to 
explain thinking. “On Denoting” crystalizes one such controversy: 
“Russell against Meinong” (LS 20). Treating Russell’s essay as an 
obscure mediator in Deleuze’s argument makes it possible to answer 
the question of why Deleuze invokes Meinong, rather than Frege, as 
the rediscoverer of “sense.” I suspect that Deleuze conflates 
Russell’s two lines of criticism, of Frege and of Meinong. Russell 
says we don’t need Meinong’s promiscuous objects and we don’t 
need Fregean sense. Deleuze is, in reality, more committed to the 
former than the latter, but he adopts Frege’s word “sense” and his 
way of talking about “objects” rather than Meinong’s. At least some 
of the explanation must be chalked up to terminological 
idiosyncrasy. Nevertheless, Deleuze is standing on solid ground in 
appropriating Frege’s concept, to the extent that for Frege there are 
always indefinitely many senses for a given reference. Deleuze will 
eventually argue that the excessiveness of sense was what the Stoics 


recognized in their theory of events, and the relations among events 
embodied in Stoic theories of fate and astrology. 

For now, though, I want to point out that Russell’s criticisms of 
Frege and Meinong in “On Denoting” justify Deleuze’s elision of 
their respective theories of sense and pure object. Frege’s Sinn and 
Meinong’s Aufsersein are ways of talking about what Frege calls 
(much later) the “third realm” required in thinking about language, 
neither subjective nor objective but supplementary to that 
supposedly exhaustive duality (Frege 1956: 302). This 
supernumerary dimension is neither identical with the realm of 
representation nor the realm of the things represented. The question 
is whether it is “necessary to recognize such a supplementary 
instance” (LS 19). Russell doesn’t think so, but Deleuze embraces 
this realm and thinks of it as a genetic precondition of the other 
two. However, he does not say “third realm,” with Frege; he says a 
“fourth dimension” of the proposition (LS 17). This is the dimension 
required in order to tell the kind of genetic story he wants to tell. 
Although Meinong and Frege rediscover it, the Stoics had 
supposedly known all along. 


Reference and Aristotelian semantics 


A comparison of the Stoic and Aristotelian theories of meaning will 
polish off the discussion of how Deleuze sources a genetic theory of 
sense in Stoicism. One of the stranger aspects of the Stoic approach 
to language, from our perspective, is the idea that there is a natural, 
intrinsic connection between utterances and what they refer to 
(Frede 1987). Origen sets up a stark opposition: “Are names, as 
Aristotle holds, the product of convention? Or, as the Stoics believe, 
of nature, the primary sounds being imitations of the things of 
which the names are said?” (HP §32J) 

Recall that the Stoics thought three things, two corporeal and one 
incorporeal, were involved in a meaningful statement: 


1. The utterance (phone) 
2. The referent (tunkhanon) 
3. The thing signified (semainomenon) (a lekton for the Stoics) 


Aristotle also recognizes these three components to meaningful 
speech (or ones that are relevantly similar), but for him the 


relationship between [1] and [2], utterance and referent, is not 
natural but purely conventional: “A name is an utterance [phdoné] 
significant by convention [sémantiké kata sunthékén]” (Int. 16a19). 
This conventionality, however, depends on the relation between [2] 
and [3], referent and thing signified, being natural and inevitable: 


Just as written marks are not the same for all 
men, neither are utterances [phdnai]. But what 
these are in the first place signs [sémeia] of— 
affections of the soul [pathémata tés psukhés]— 
are the same for all; and what these affections 
are likenesses of—actual things [pragmata]—are 
also the same. (Int. 16a5-8, translation modified) 


Aristotle claims that utterances are signs, not of lekta, but of 
“affections of the soul” (something existent and corporeal not 
subsistent and incorporeal). These in turn are likenesses or images 
(homoidmata) of actually existing things. That is, what is signified 
by an utterance is an affection of the soul, or (to use more modern 
language) a mental image related by a kind of pictorial 
correspondence with actual things, a truthful, likeness-making 
consistent with onto-logic. For the Stoics, in contrast, the relation 
between [1] and [2], utterance and referent, is natural rather than 
conventional: Chrysippus apparently thought that the motions of 
the mouth and head involved in saying the word ego (“I”) naturally 
gesture toward the chest, demonstrating where we understand our 
thinking to occur (HP §34J). Although this etymologizing may 
sound faintly ridiculous to us, it has the virtue, unlike Aristotle’s 
conventionalist theory of meaning, of leaving the relationship 
between [2] and [3], referent (in the sense of body) and lekton, 
unspecified, suggesting that the Stoics held the two apart and 
refused to collapse the distinction. 

If the difference between Aristotelian and Stoic theories of 
meaning lies in Aristotle’s failure to appreciate the distinction 
between sense and reference (as some have claimed: Long 1971: 
79), then this might be thought to imply that the Aristotelian theory 
of meaning is wedded to a referential, onto-logical conception of 
truth and the Stoic theory is not. Just as in Frege, so also in 


Stoicism, there is a certain “detachment” between what is signified 
(sense or lekton) and the question of truth and falsity that involves 
reference to actually existing beings. That appears to be Graeser’s 
view. He concludes his paper by provocatively asserting that to the 
extent lekta subsist on thought there is in Stoicism “no isomorphic 
correlation between thought on the one hand and things-that-are on 
the other,” and contrasts this view with Aristotle’s “realist theory of 
meaning,” in other words, the onto-logic according to which truth 
requires the sameness of what is and what is said (Graeser 1978: 
98). If Deleuze thinks that the Stoics discovered sense in the 
doctrine of incorporeal lekta, and that this doctrine provides us with 
the means to account for the “truth of problems” rather than the 
onto-logical truth of propositions, then this should also be the sort 
of view with which he sympathizes. 

It would be a stretch, however, to maintain that Aristotelian 
semantics weds meaning to onto-logic and the Stoic theory does 
not. In fact, the evidence suggests that for the Stoics the truth-value 
of lekta is contingent on a special, privileged relation between 
propositions and what is. This much is implied laconically by 
Diogenes Laertius in his epitome of Stoic logic: “Someone who says 
‘It is day’ seems to propose that it is day. If, then, it is day the 
proposition comes out as true, but if not, it comes out as false” (D.L. 
7.65). Sextus Empiricus spells out the onto-logical foundation of 
Stoic semantics more explicitly: 


They [the Stoics] say that a true proposition is 
that which is [ho huparkhei] and is contradictory 
to something, and a falsehood is that which is 
not and is contradictory to something. But when 
they are asked about what “that which is” is, 
they say that which activates a comprehensive 
impression [kataléptikén ... phantasian]. (M. 
8.85-6) 


Although Sextus says ho huparchei here rather than the typically 
Platonic-Aristotelian word to on, nevertheless he makes the Stoics 
sound quite like Plato or Aristotle in linking the true to “that which 
is” and the false to “that which is not.” To be sure, in a report I 


have already quoted, Chrysippus claims that the present “obtains” 
(huparkhei) the same way that a predicate (katégoréma) obtains of a 
subject, which would seem to imply that huparkhei describes the 
(non-)being of lekta. Still, most scholars take ho huparkhei in the 
context of Sextus’s report to mean “what exists” in the full-blooded 
sense that for the Stoics a body exists (Long 1971: 91-2; 
Goldschmidt 1972). Harry Sandbach (1985) suggests that much of 
our confusion about the term arises from the lack of exact 
correspondence between Greek and English vocabulary. The Stoics 
used the word huparkhein for both the being of bodies and the non- 
being of incorporeals, but there is little doubt about the implication 
of the word in this context. 

The passage in Sextus further specifies that the special relation 
between propositions and being (between thought/language and 
reality), which I have presented as correspondence or at least 
reference, has a technical name in Stoicism: katalépsis, the “grasp” 
of a certain kind of “comprehensive” (literally “graspable”) 
impression: “when examined concerning the comprehensive 
impression [kataléptiké phantasia], they again retreat to ‘that which 
is’ ... saying that a comprehensive impression has its source in that 
which is, in conformity with the very thing that is” (M. 8.85-6). 
Sextus is complaining that the Stoic account of correspondence with 
being is circular, but he is wrong: “The Stoics’ basic metaphysical 
assumption is the existence of material objects ... These are not 
defined in terms of kataleptike phantasia; the latter is defined in 
terms of them” (Long 1971: 91). Numerous testimonies have it that 
the “kataleptic” representation comes “from what is” and “in 
accordance with what is” and could not arise “from what is not” 
(D.L. 7.46; S.E. M 7. 247-49; Cicero, Acad. 2.77). 

So the Stoic theory of meaning reveals itself to be not as 
“fundamentally nonreferential” as Graeser imagines, nor as 
thoroughly set against the onto-logic of truth, as Deleuze would 
like. The Stoics think about truth and falsity in terms of 
propositions with a special relationship with reality. The doctrine of 
katalepsis reiterates a grounding of truth that is basically onto- 
logical. Deleuze seems to wants to diminish the importance of this 
dimension of Stoicism. His reading of the Stoic theory of meaning 
decouples it from the onto-logic to which the doctrine of katalépsis 
ultimately weds it. In this case we should say that Deleuze’s reading 
“maximally modifies” his mediators, producing the ancient Greek 


equivalent of a “philosophically bearded” Hegel. 

Yet, we have barely scratched the surface of the theory of 
incorporeals. Even if the Stoics do have recourse to onto-logic, what 
Deleuze appreciates about the Stoics can be glimpsed in the 
divergence between Stoic and Aristotelian semantics. The Stoics 
anticipate the view (also to be found in Frege and Meinong, on 
Deleuze’s reading) that there needs to be some additional dimension 
to language, a “third realm” beyond subjective and objective, 
representations and things represented, or what Deleuze calls a 
“fourth dimension.” This realm of sense, fundamental to 
understanding the “truth of problems,” is supposed to provide a 
genetic account of the proposition’s other dimensions, like 
denotation (reference) and signification—perhaps it even possesses 
a “quasi-causal” power to produce states of affairs and bodies. 

In the next chapter I discuss the genesis of the other dimensions 
of the proposition by means of sense, and in the one after that, the 
quasi-causal power of events in the context of the Stoic theory of 
fate. In this chapter I have explained how, on Deleuze’s reading of 
Stoicism, sense would be this supplement to onto-logic, whose 
necessity philosophers from Aristotle to Russell have often doubted. 
As the Peripatetic commentator Ammonius realizes, non-existent 
lekta are “something else in addition” to thoughts and things (HP 
§33N). It would be wrong to interpret a report like this as evidence 
that the Stoics’ theory of truth, or their theory of meaning which 
ultimately depends on a classical conception of truth, is not onto- 
logical. It’s only to say that this “something else” is a 
“supplementary instance” that exceeds the onto-logical theory. You 
can have such a theory without it, as Aristotle does, but the Stoics 
defend it anyway. 


3 


Stoicism: Surface and Paradox 


In The Logic of Sense Deleuze associates the Stoic theory of events 
with a metaphysical “surface” on which they occur. Whereas all 
existence, in the strict sense, consists of bodies that mix with and 
permeate one another “in the depths’—so completely that, 
Chrysippus apparently said, a drop of wine could be totally blended 
with the whole ocean (D.L. 7.151; Plutarch, Comm. Not. 1078e)— 
non-existent lekta like “‘to grow,’ ‘to diminish,’ ‘to become red,’ ‘to 
become green,’ ‘to cut,’ and ‘to be cut” are not states of affairs “but 
incorporeal events at the surface which are the results of these 
mixtures. The tree ‘greens’” (LS 6). Later in the book, Deleuze 
claims that there are in Stoicism two “physics”: a physics of bodies 
or beings, and a “physics of surfaces” to which a “metaphysical 
surface necessarily corresponds” (LS 125). Here Deleuze also 
identifies the metaphysical surface with the notion of a 
“transcendental field” and explains the notion in terms that recall 
his claim that the “structure constitutive of sense” can give a 
genetic account of both the dimensions of the proposition 
(denotation, manifestation, signification) and also the states of 
affairs in which sense is embodied—that is, sense is not just 
“sterile” and “inefficacious” but possesses a genetic power: 


Metaphysical surface (transcendental field) is the 
name that will be given to the frontier 
established, on the one hand, between bodies 
taken together as a whole and inside the limits 
which envelop them, and on _ the _ other, 


propositions in general. (LS 125) 


The surface is thus a key notion for understanding Deleuze’s reading 
of Stoicism, as well as his own construal of “transcendental” 
philosophy. The purpose of this chapter is to make some sense of it, 
and to relate it back to the discussion of sense and reference in the 
previous chapter, and forward to the account of relations among 
“co-fated” events in the next one. 

As the allusion to “the tree greens” implies, Deleuze’s source for 
the association between Stoic lekta and a “surface” is, again, 
Bréhier’s Théorie des incorporels. He quotes Bréhier: a lekton 
attributed to a body is “not a being but a way of being ... [that] 
finds itself somehow at the limit, at the surface of being [d la 
superficie de l’étre]” (1928: 12). The Stoics were the first, not just to 
discover the sense of a proposition, but to designate “what we 
would call today facts or events ... which frolic on the surface of 
being” (1928: 12-13; LS 5). But Deleuze moves considerably 
beyond Bréhier. On the one hand, he emphasizes that Stoic events 
are not merely a dependent mode of existence, the “results of the 
action of beings” (Bréhier 1928: 12), but that they possess a 
generative power in relation to both states of affairs and 
propositions. On the other hand, he aims to show how for the Stoics 
incorporeal events are interconnected by “quasi-causal” relations, 
whereas Bréhier said that lekta “constitute a multiplicity of 
incorporeal beings, unconnected and endless [sans lien et sans fin]” 
(1928: 12). It’s probably no accident that Deleuze actually 
misquotes Bréhier by omitting sans lien (LS 5). 

Deleuze develops Bréhier’s reference to a Stoic “surface” into the 
key concept of a “transcendental field” populated by pre-individual 
“singularities,” which appears in many works, from Difference and 
Repetition all the way up to “Immanence: A Life” (PI 30), and is 
closely related to the notion of the “plane of immanence.” The 
prominence of the Stoic surface in The Logic of Sense seems to be 
another way to make the point that Stoicism involves a reversal of 
Platonism, in which events (lekta, senses) are the only remaining 
ideality: “Events are ideational singularities ... . To reverse 
Platonism is first and foremost to remove essences and to substitute 
events in their place, as jets of singularities” (LS 53); “these 
impersonal and preindividual nomadic singularities constitute the 
real transcendental field” (LS 109). In a related way, the style in 


which Deleuze writes about the transcendental field indicates that it 
offers another tack with which to approach the “truth” (i.e., 
generativity) of problems in contrast to the (onto-logical) truth of 
propositions: “We can speak of events only in the context of the 
problem whose conditions they determine. We can speak of events 
only as singularities deployed in a problematic field, in the vicinity 
of which the solutions are organized” (LS 56). Here Deleuze says 
that the so-called transcendental field is determined as a problem 
with a certain structure—that is, a certain distribution of 
singularities or events (cf. DR 163)—and by virtue of this structure, 
the problem produces the “solutions it deserves” in proportion to its 
“truth.” The question is: how exactly does this happen? Under what 
conditions does a problematic or transcendental field produce 
anything? In The Logic of Sense Deleuze tells us: when there is a 
“paradoxical element” running through it. Whereas the “problem” 
means the transcendental field or distribution of singularities, the 
“question” is the element that makes these singularities or events 
“resonate” and “communicate” with one another (LS 56). 

The Logic of Sense stands out among Deleuze’s works in that it 
devotes a lot of time to considering this element—the question— 
and the related topics of absurdity, nonsense, and paradox. Hence, 
the prominence of Lewis Carroll. However, the fact that the element 
catalyzing the distribution of singularities is paradoxical is 
something Deleuze thinks the Stoics had already understood: they 
were “amateurs and inventors of paradoxes.” That means, Deleuze 
reckons, that the Stoics appreciated that “Everything happens at the 
boundary between things and propositions” (LS 8)—that is, the 
metaphysical surface or transcendental field is the locus that 
produces both of these “series” of beings and language. He refers for 
support to a sophistic argument attributed to Chrysippus: “If you 
say something, it passes through your lips; so, if you say ‘chariot,’ a 
chariot passes through your lips” (LS 8, referring to D.L. 7.187). It is 
methodological for Deleuze, and apparently the Stoics, that the 
distinctness of the two series of bodies and language must be 
accounted for genetically rather than taken for granted. In its 
decontextualized form, though, it is difficult to know what to make 
of Chrysippus’s conclusion, or Deleuze’s use of it. This chapter also 
provides some context to clarify what Deleuze is doing and to 
connect the discussion of Stoic incorporeal events with paradoxes 
like this one. 


As it happens there was probably a Stoic doctrine of “incorporeal 
surfaces.” The Stoics may have considered geometrical limits 
(perata) in general, of which surfaces (epiphaneiai) are a species 
(D.L. 7.135), to be non-existent incorporeals (White 1992: 285-87; 
Caston 1999: 209; Ju 2009). Plutarch, for instance, interprets the 
Stoic denial that limits are bodies to imply they are incorporeals 
like lekta (Comm. not. 1080E). Moreover, in contrast to the 
conventionally authoritative list of Stoic incorporeals in Sextus 
Empiricus (M 10.218)—void, time, space, and lekton—the testimony 
of the astronomer Cleomedes contains a rival, potentially 
authoritative, tally: void, time, sayables, and surface (epiphaneia) 
(De Motu I. 1.139-44; Ju 2009: 380). The idea that limit, of which 
surface is a subclass, is a kind of fifth Stoic incorporeal would be a 
neat way of substantiating why Deleuze associates Stoicism with the 
theme of the surface. Deleuze himself even explicitly alludes to a 
notion of “incorporeal limit” in Stoicism (LS 7). But his invocation 
of the Stoic notion of surface is actually more linguistic than 
geometrical or mathematical. As the reference to Chrysippus’s 
memorable sophism about chariots attests, it is closely connected to 
the Stoic attitude toward nonsense and paradox, and his conception 
of propositions. 


The circle of the proposition 


According to The Logic of Sense, propositions stand in at least three 
relations, which Deleuze calls (1) denotation (i.e., reference), “the 
relation of a proposition to an external state of affairs,” (2) 
manifestation, “the relation of the proposition to the person who 
speaks,” and (3) signification, the relation of the proposition “to 
universal or general concepts” (LS 12-14). The tripartition may 
derive from Russell (Bowden 2011: 26-7), though Deleuze simply 
asserts that “Many authors agree in recognizing [these] three 
distinct relations” (LS 12). 

These dimensions of the proposition, Deleuze says, reciprocally 
require and imply one another. Users of language are carried from 
one to the other and back in a kind of closed loop: “From 
denotation to manifestation, then to signification, but also from 
signification to manifestation and to denotation, we are carried 
along a circle, which is the circle of the proposition” (LS 16-17). To 
grasp what Deleuze means, let’s look closely at his accounts of 


denotation and signification (leaving manifestation tactically to the 
side). His most illuminating claims about these two dimensions are, 
first, that the native “elements” of denotation are truth and falsity 
(LS 13), and second, that the value of signification lies in its 
establishing, by means of “the hypothetical mode of implications,” 
the “condition of truth” (LS 14). 

When he talks about denotation, Deleuze is on the territory of 
classical onto-logic. To say that the elements of denotation are truth 
and falsity is to appeal to the traditional metaphysical 
interpretation of truth as correspondence with reality. The function 
of denotation, on this understanding, is broadly deictic; denoting 
words are “designators” or “indexicals.” They point to the world. As 
Deleuze puts it, “‘True’ signifies that a denotation is effectively 
filled by the state of affairs or that the indexicals are ‘realized’” (LS 
13), and, in language reminiscent of the onto-logical definitions of 
truth in Aristotle and Plato, “Fulfilled denotation makes the 
proposition true; unfulfilled denotation makes the proposition false” 
(LS 17). 

This account of denotation implies that it is strictly speaking false 
to say that signification—the relation of the proposition to concepts 
—is concerned with truth or falsity at all. Rather, as Deleuze says, it 
deals with the conditions of truth. Signification does not say what is 
or is not true, but what would have to be the case in order for a 
proposition to be asserted as true. That’s because from the 
standpoint of signification we consider individual propositions as 
components of demonstrations (e.g., as premises and conclusions), 
and these demonstrations typically involve the “hypothetical mode” 
(LS 14). Consider a typical Stoic syllogism: 


If it is day, then it is light. 
It is day. 
Therefore, it is light. (S.E. PH 2. 136-7) 


Assigning a truth-value to the conclusion here requires 
understanding what would be required of an antecedent or implied 
of a consequent in the first premise, a hypothetical relation between 
propositions. There is thus a difference between the way the 
conclusion follows from the premises in order to be accepted as true 
and the way a deictic denotation (like the proposition “It is day”) 


can be true or false (by being “filled” or “realized” by a state of 
affairs). 

But signification is, by hypothesis, the relation of the proposition 
to “universal or general concepts.” What does this account of 
demonstrations have to do with those? The logical form of the 
deduction above (modus ponens) would be valid for any 
propositional variables, as the Stoics knew (D.L. 7.80). So it doesn’t 
seem to matter what the concepts involved—like “being day”— 
actually are. Against a purely formalist view of Stoic logic, Deleuze 
claims that “Demonstration must not be understood in a restricted, 
syllogistic or mathematical sense” but in a more general way, which 
recognizes that demonstrations more often than not involve 
physical and even moral concerns (LS 14). Deleuze’s point here is 
that understanding implication (being able to assert the truth or 
falsity of implied conclusions) is inseparable from grasping what 
concepts do or do not imply—for example, the physical concept 
“being day.” Suppose that the argument were abbreviated: “It is 
day, therefore it is light.” Asserting the conclusion would require 
knowing the relation between the proposition “It is day” and the 
general concept of “being day.” If you understand this relation 
properly, you appreciate how the conclusion follows. This is indeed 
a Stoic way of thinking. In a passage Deleuze later refers to without 
citing it (LS 69), Sextus Empiricus reports that the Stoics gave such 
conceptual relationships specific technical names: 


They [the Stoics] call “pre-antecedent” the 
antecedent in a conditional which begins from a 
truth and ends in a truth. [They say] it is 
“revelatory” of the consequent since in the 
conditional “If this woman has milk, then she 
has conceived,” [the proposition] “This woman 
has milk” is thought to make clear “This woman 
has conceived.” (S.E. PH 2.106, translation 
modified) 


The Stoics at least sometimes expected conditionals to exhibit 
relations between antecedent and consequent that are not purely 
formal but refer to conceptual contents (Long and Sedley 1987: 


210-11). 

How then are we carried in a circle from signification to 
denotation and denotation to signification? Deleuze explains the 
first arc, from signification to denotation: “When we say ‘therefore,’ 
when we consider a proposition as concluded, we make it the object 
of an assertion . ... We relate it to the state of affairs which it 
denotes, independently of the implications which constitute its 
signification” (LS 16). That is, regardless of the formal validity of 
the argument concluding “Therefore, it is light,” it is just 
descriptively the case that when we assert the conclusion of an 
argument we treat it as a denotation that can be true or false. 
Deleuze’s focus is on language users, not logicians, so at the end of 
an implication the question to be settled is: is it really light? 

That may seem very simple, but Deleuze also thinks that asserting 
that a (true or false) denotative proposition (like “It is light”) 
follows from premises is actually a much more complicated 
operation than it seems at first glance. In order to conclude 
“Therefore, it is light” from the premises [1] “If it is day, then it is 
light” and [2] “It is day,” it is necessary to articulate and accept the 
truth of another latent premise with the form “The conclusion is 
true if [1] and [2] are true.” But this extra premise, call it [3], still 
“remains within the order of implication, and is unable to escape it” 
(LS 16), and so it refers in turn to yet another inarticulate premise 
(of the form: “The conclusion is true if [1], [2] and [3] are true”) 
and so on, ad infinitum. Deleuze takes the argument from Lewis 
Carroll’s 1895 contribution to logic, “What the Tortoise Said to 
Achilles,” which he interprets as dramatizing a problem for the 
foundations of logic: the very idea of logical implication seemingly 
can’t be explained in terms of logical implication except at the price 
of an infinite regress; a phenomenon Deleuze dubs “Carroll’s 
paradox.” Part of its significance is to shows how we are 
perpetually carried from denotation back to signification again: “the 
conclusion can be detached from the premises, but only on the 
condition that one always adds other premises from which alone 
the conclusion is not detachable” (LS 16). It thus completes the 
other arc of the circle. 

Having detected this circular dynamic among the dimensions of 
the proposition, Deleuze asks whether what he calls sense can be 
“localized” in, or identified with, one of them, or whether we ought 
to think about it as a supplementary, extra dimension (LS 17, 19): 


“Ts it necessary to recognize such a supplementary instance?” This is 
the question that Deleuze thinks Russell, among others, answered 
with a resounding “no.” 

Of the other dimensions, “signification” appears to be the 
strongest candidate for reducing sense. One of Deleuze’s objections 
to equating sense with signification, however, seems to be the 
latter’s circular, mutually implying relationship with denotation, 
that is, reference. One of the few to consider Deleuze’s relation to 
Frege, Daniela Voss argues that what Frege called “sense” Deleuze 
would consider only “signification” (2013b: 5). In other words, 
Frege provides the most prominent example of the reduction of 
sense to signification. In this case, there is indeed a kind of “circle” 
between sense and reference, such as Deleuze diagnosed. Although 
Fregean sense is not a sufficient condition of truth (or falsity), as the 
example of a perfectly sensible but fictional sentence about 
Odysseus shows—and consequently there is a certain degree of 
detachment between the themes of sense and truth—still, Frege 
thinks sense is a necessary condition of truth. A sentence with no 
sense (a sentence that doesn’t contain a thought) cannot be called 
true or false (Voss 2013b: 2-3; cf. LS 18). And indeed, Frege 
thought, when we consider a proposition scientifically rather than 
aesthetically we naturally “strive for the truth” and make the jump 
from Sinn, as its condition or mere possibility, to Bedeutung, its 
actuality. 

Moreover, the way that signification and denotation are bound up 
with one another actually testifies to the irreducibility, even 
primacy, of sense. Our being constantly conveyed from denotation 
to signification and vice versa reveals that this entire “circle” is 
insufficiently fundamental and cannot be basic. There is a belief, 
Deleuze notes, that signification enjoys a kind of “primacy,” as if it 
were the fundamental dimension of language (LS 15-16), but 
Carroll reveals that signification by means of general concepts and 
the hypothetical mode of implication doesn’t do what it seems to 
promise. Signification can’t “ground” denotation any more than 
denotation can signification, because both are bound up in the 
infinite, abyssal regress the Tortoise describes to Achilles. The 
constant proliferation of new premises required for even the 
simplest implication either makes it impossible to assert the 
(denotative) truth of a conclusion (one would have to wait an 
eternity or carry out an infinite syllogism) or simply begs the 


question: “implication never succeeds in grounding denotation 
except by giving itself a ready-made denotation, once in the 
premises and again in the conclusion” (LS 16). The point is that 
signification “can never exercise its role as last foundation” because 
it always in fact entails regresses (LS 18). So the “circle of the 
proposition” is not primitive, despite what many claim on its behalf. 
Rather, signification and denotation depend on something else that 
actually generates them. In this case, it’s a regress. The fundamental 
importance of “Carroll’s paradox,” for Deleuze, is to reveal that 
regresses themselves are more primitive than references and general 
concepts. Signification and denotation not only presuppose one 
another, but their way of working together presupposes a regress. 

Thus we learn that the “ordinary dimensions” of the proposition 
are in fact generated and animated by sense, the supposedly 
superfluous dimension: 


in fact we can only infer it [sense] indirectly, on 
the basis of the circle where the ordinary 
dimensions of the proposition lead us. It is only 
by breaking open the circle ... that the 
dimension of sense appears for itself, in its 
irreducibility, and also in its genetic power as it 
animates an a priori internal model of the 
proposition. (LS 20) 


Deleuze will later point out that, even in Frege, sense has the 
character of a regress (LS 28-29). In natural languages, an 
indefinite number of senses proliferate given a finite number of 
references—a phenomenon also noted by Rudolf Carnap, Deleuze 
says, and made into a criticism of Frege (LS 337-38). 

I have used a model Stoic argument, about its being day, to 
illustrate Deleuze’s criticism of the “circle of the proposition,” but 
how true to the Stoics is it really to argue that sense is something 
different from signification? How well supported is Deleuze’s claim 
that, insofar as they discovered sense in the form of incorporeal 
lekta, the Stoics discovered something “irreducible to individual 
states of affairs ... and universal or general concepts” (LS 19)? 

Recall Diogenes Laertius’s report that Stoic dialectic contains a 


subtopic “about the signified [sémainomenon],” further divided into 
the topic about “representations” or “impressions [phantasiai]” and 
the topic about “lekta subsisting in relation to them [ton ek touton 
huphistamenon lekton]” (D.L. 7.43). Both Diogenes and Sextus 
Empiricus use a similar phrase to describe the relation between 
lekta and what they qualify “rational representations [phantasiai 
logkiai]”: a lekton is “what subsists in accordance with” one of them 
(to kata phantasian logikén huphistamenon) (D.L. 7.63; S.E. M 8.70). 
Deleuze supports his view that the Stoics had discovered something 
distinct from both represented states of affairs and signified 
concepts, with the claim that “The Stoics said it all: [the lekton is] 
neither word nor body, neither sensible representation nor rational 
representation” (LS 19). Perhaps he simply believes that the divisions 
of Stoic dialectic imply as much. If the topics concerning 
representations and lekta occupy distinct branches of “the topic 
about the signified,” then presumably this applies to rational 
representations as well. If so, then this dichotomy alone would be 
enough to imply that Stoic lekta appeal to a “third realm” distinct 
from the classical duality of word and world, representations and 
things represented, the “metaphysical surface” or frontier between 
bodies and propositions. 

As Deleuze himself hints, however, there is a difference between 
sensible and _ rational representations (between phantasiai 
unqualified and logikai phantasiai). According to Diocles of 
Magnesia (Diogenes Laertius’s Stoic source), the Stoics gave pride of 
place to the theory of sensible phantasiai, which is a basically onto- 
logical account of sense-experience (D.L. 7.49). These 
representations are the sensory-impressions that come from a body 
making an imprint (tuposis) on the guiding part (hégemonikon) of the 
corporeal soul (Plutarch, Comm. not. 1084F; HP §39E). They 
provide criteria of (denotative) truth when they “come from what 
is” (apo huparkhon) and induce “yielding and assent” (D.L. 7.51). 
The fact that there are lekta subsisting in relation to these sensory 
representations probably means that sense experience has what 
philosophers today call “propositional content” (Long and Sedley 
1987: 240), that toward which one can have a mental attitude, 
because the Stoics held that “propositions [a species of lekta] are 
the objects of acts of assent” (HP §33D. 

Diocles also mentions that the Stoics distinguished between both 
rational and non-rational (logikai and alogoi) and sensory and non- 


sensory (aisthétikai and ou aisthétikai) representations. These 
distinctions may or may not coincide. Rational representations are 
the thought processes (noéseis) that occur in rational animals but 
not in non-rational ones, while non-sensory representations are 
“obtained through thought” rather than through the senses and 
include, crucially, “impressions of the incorporeals and of the other 
things acquired by reason” (D.L. 7.51). 

For the claim that Stoic sense is identical neither to denotation 
nor signification—that is, lekta are distinct from both sensible 
representations and rational ones—Deleuze relies on Bréhier’s 
discussion of these passages. Bréhier interprets the Stoic phrase 
“subsisting in accordance with a rational representation” to mean 
that our mental representations as rational beings contain sayables, 
but he is resistant to the suggestion that lekta are therefore 
“identical ... to concepts [notions] derived from experience by 
reason” (1928: 16). Bréhier points out an ambiguity in the Stoic 
theory of mental content. The Stoics do not say that lekta are 
identical to rational representations, but imply that lekta are a 
subclass of the latter (1928: 17). Diocles reported that non-sensory 
representations include representations of incorporeals and of 
“other things.” The Stoics certainly thought that some features of 
human rationality are not lekta: for example, thoughts and 
perceived qualities are both rational objects and kinds of bodies. So 
some rational entities are existents (bodies) and some are not. 

Bréhier argues that this line of thinking can help us to understand 
the Stoic view of concepts (ennoiai) in general, and that it 
potentially supports the conclusion that “rational concepts are not 
incorporeals at all” (1928: 18). Zeno’s well-known view about 
concepts was that they are “neither something existent nor qualified 
[oute ti on oute poion] but something as if existent and as if qualified 
[dsanei de ti on kai Osanei poion]” (D.L. 7.61). This characterization 
could be taken to mean that concepts are not corporeal—or even 
that they are incorporeal somethings—but Bréhier doubts that’s 
right. Rather, he takes Zeno’s “as if” to imply that concepts are like 
existent things, similar to the bodies of which they are the concepts, 
which does not preclude their also being bodies themselves (1928: 
18). As Bréhier puts it (and Deleuze paraphrases), Stoic concepts 
are “born from and composed of real traces left by sensible bodies 
on the guiding part of the soul” (1928: 18; LS 337 n.9). 

Modern scholarship on Stoicism has also tended to distinguish 


concepts from incorporeals, but in a very different way. Relying on 
a variant of Zeno’s teaching, which has it that concepts are “neither 
something nor qualified [méte tina ... méte poia]” (HP §30A), many 
treat it as Stoic orthodoxy that, even though “something” (ti) is the 
supreme genus, concepts fall outside it (Sedley 1985; Long and 
Sedley 1987: 181-83; Brunschwig 1994). They are neither bodies 
nor incorporeals but “not-somethings” (outina) (Simplicius, In Ar. 
Cat. 105.11). Caston (1999) has tried to diminish the palpable 
incoherence of this position. He argues, on the one hand, that to say 
that concepts are “not something” is simply to be “eliminativist” 
about them (a position that it would make sense for the Stoics to 
take, if, as Stobaeus reports, they also identified concepts with 
Platonic ideas), and, on the other hand, hypothesizes that there was 
actually a shift in Stoic doctrine between Zeno and Chrysippus. The 
latter doesn’t talk about “concepts” (ennoiai) at all, but about 
linguistic use, and “conventions involving names” (HP §30G). That 
is, Chrysippus uses the resources of the fully developed Stoic 
dialectic and theory of lekta to replace both exceptionable 
incorporeal causal agencies (ideas) and dubious generic entities 
(concepts). 

At any rate, the point that Deleuze picks up from Bréhier is that if 
lekta were just identical to rational entities, then all rational entities 
would be lekta. But that’s not so. Whatever the best interpretation 
of the ambiguities about Stoic concepts, Deleuze treats the 
distinction between signification and sense as a version of a 
distinction germane to Stoicism between concepts and incorporeals. 


Possibility and absurdity 


Deleuze says that signification, the relation of the proposition to 
general concepts, is not primitive, generative, or explanatory (the 
way that he wants sense to be) because it is concerned only with 
the possibility of propositions being true or false. Conceptual 
implication means “rising from the conditioned to the condition, in 
order to think of the condition as the simple possibility of the 
conditioned” (LS 18). Deleuze thinks doing so has limited value. In 
fact, he worries that trying to ground sense in signification would 
actually give a defective and unreal picture of the proposition; 
signification presupposes a theory of possibility and simple 
conditioning rather than real genesis (Voss 2013a: 74-75). 


Deleuze owes this contrast between simple conditioning and real 
genesis to the post-Kantian philosopher Salomon Maimon, whom as 
early as 1960 Deleuze was lionizing in his seminar for having 
started the shift “from a transcendental philosophy to a genetic 
one” (quoted in Voss 2013a: 91; cf. Smith 2000). I shall talk more 
about Maimon in later chapters. For now, it is important simply to 
note that just as in Difference and Repetition Deleuze criticizes Kant 
for subordinating his account of human experience to the 
“hypothetical form of possible experience” (DR 196), in The Logic of 
Sense he criticizes anyone who remains satisfied with the closed 
circle of denotation and signification for investigating no farther 
than, so to speak, the hypothetical form of possible truth. And Deleuze 
treats this here as a contribution to “transcendental” philosophy. 
Breaking with this “form of possibility” and getting to real genesis 
requires, Deleuze will say, shifting from possible truth to the “truth” 
of problems, which is emphatically not something whose 
appearance is anticipated by being treated as possible before its 
realization. Such “truth” means the capacity of problems to produce 
genuinely new ways of thinking, and it really does characterize 
thought. Because his aim is to investigate the real transcendental 
conditions of thought (which are problematic), Deleuze will take on 
what lies outside the closed denotative-significant circle and its 
forms of reality and possibility: sense. 

Unlike denotation, signification involves not truth and falsity as 
such, but only their conditions of possibility. As every student of 
introductory logic knows, it’s valid to infer from a conditional and 
its antecedent the consequent of the conditional, whether or not 
that conclusion is denotatively true—for example, “Therefore, it is 
light,” whether or not it is really light. From this fairly innocuous 
point, Deleuze draws big implications: “The conditioned or 
concluded proposition may be false, insofar as it actually denotes a 
nonexisting state of affairs ... . For this reason, the condition of 
truth is not opposed to the false, but to the absurd: that which is 
without signification or that which may be neither true nor false” 
(LS 14-15). While a true denotation can be opposed to a false one, a 
signification that specifies conditions of truth should not be 
opposed to a signification specifying the conditions of the false, but 
rather to an absurd signification, which doesn’t specify conditions in 
a sensible way. 

It’s important to recognize that, for Deleuze, what’s absurd from 


the point of view of denotation-signification is precisely sense. 
Sense is characterized by paradoxes, Deleuze says, like the “paradox 
of the absurd, or of the impossible objects.” What is paradoxical 
about impossible or “contradictory objects” is that “the propositions 
which designate ... [them] have a sense” even though propositions 
about, say, square circles “are without signification, that is, they are 
absurd” (LS 35). Sense is manifest in the absurdity of cases like 
those of Meinong’s objects, which are contradictory and thus non- 
existent but nevertheless have intelligible properties (Sosein). 
Accordingly Deleuze calls the production of contradictory objects 
which nevertheless have sense “Meinong’s paradox,” but he still 
explains such absurd objects in quasi-Stoic language: they are 
“outside of being, but they have a precise and distinct position 
within this outside: they are of ‘extra being’—pure, ideational 
events, unable to be realized in a state of affairs” (LS 35). 

“Absurdity” generally expresses for Deleuze the relationship 
between the circle of the proposition and its outside. Coming to 
grips with such absurdity, the excess of sense with respect to 
denotation and signification, will be required for an account of real 
genesis, the “truth” of problems, and not just the (possible or real) 
truth of propositions. But, Deleuze puzzlingly says, in order to avoid 
repeating the gesture of grounding propositions on what is 
“possible,” that is, conditioned by conditions of truth, we should 
approach them, not on the basis of their conditions, but on the basis 
of the unconditioned. When signification is defined as the condition 
of truth, 


denotation remains external to the order which 
conditions it ... . For the condition of truth to 
avoid this defect, it ought to have an element of 
its own, distinct from the form of the 
conditioned. It ought to have something 
unconditioned capable of assuring a real genesis 
of denotation and of the other dimensions of the 
proposition. Thus the condition of truth would 
be defined no longer as the form of conceptual 
possibility ... no longer as signification, but 


rather as sense. (LS 19) 


This is a tricky passage. Deleuze says that the problem with 
signification is that it makes the condition of truth a form of 
possibility, which is thus separated from (made “external” to) the 
(denotative) truth or falsity of propositions. Truth, therefore, ought 
to have an “element of its own,” namely sense, which Deleuze says 
is the condition of truth, once truth is divorced from conceptual 
possibility. As I have already pointed out, in this book and 
elsewhere Deleuze often employs the rhetoric of “truth” for talking 
about the way problems provoke thinking and generate genuine 
novelty. So I take the word “truth” to be used in two different ways 
in this passage. The “condition of truth” characteristic of 
signification (the relation of propositions to demonstrations and 
general concepts) means the condition in which propositions can be 
recognized as having a certain truth-value (true or false) on the 
basis of what we understand about the concepts they involve. In 
contrast, the condition of “truth” characteristic of sense means the 
conditions under which sense can be really genetic and generate the 
other dimensions of the proposition. That Deleuze expresses himself 
here paradoxically or in a self-contradictory way—the condition is 
the uncondition—may be not only a performative amplification of 
his Meinongian views about contradictions paradoxically having 
sense but also evidence that he is equivocating. 

Granted that “truth” here means that genetic quality of problems, 
the question is: how should we understand the claim that sense is 
“something unconditioned”? The description implies two things. 

First, sense can be characterized ontologically. Deleuze says in 
relation to “Meinong’s paradox” that, while the “being of the real” 
is a matter of denotation (“Is it really light?”) and the “being of the 
possible” a matter of signification (“Under what conditions is it 
possible to assert the conclusion that it’s light?”), the paradox of 
contradictory objects with sense but no signification implies that 
there must be something beyond the “being” of the possible and the 
real. Deleuze calls it the “extra-being” of the absurd, a phrase that 
“defines a minimum [of being] common to the real, the possible 
and the impossible” (LS 35). That is, sense appeals to the Meinongian 
scheme of “objects in general,” which includes the para-ontological 
mode of subsistence (Bestehen), whose family resemblance to Stoic 
subsistence—or, as I prefer, non-being that is in a sense—and the 


Stoic supreme genus (“something”) I have already discussed. “Sense 
is this aliquid [i.e., to ti] at once extra-being and inherence” (LS 22). 

So this is one aspect of what it means for sense to be 
“unconditioned”: it is unconditioned insofar as it points to a 
broader category (a more supreme genus) than the “condition of 
truth” established by the form of possibility endemic to significant 
demonstrations, and its corresponding kind of being, which is also 
that of denotations and onto-logic. 

This ontological characterization of sense partly explains why 
Deleuze refers to it as an “irreducible entity, at the surface of 
things” (LS 19). In contrast to the consensus according to which the 
proposition has three dimensions, which relate to one another in a 
“circular” style, Deleuze thinks that the Stoics’ identification of 
sense and event introduces a more sophisticated conception: 


although sense does not exist outside of the 
proposition which expresses it, it is nevertheless 
the attribute of states of affairs and not the 
attribute of the proposition. The event subsists in 
language, but it happens to things. Things and 
propositions are less in a situation of radical 
duality and more on the two sides of a frontier 
represented by sense. (LS 24) 


Sense lies on this “metaphysical surface” or frontier between things 
and propositions, bodies and language (LS 23; 125). 

Comparing this frontier to a mirror (LS 25) gives Deleuze the 
metaphorical means to explain exactly how sense both subsists in 
language and is attributed to beings: the duality of things and 
propositions is “reflected from both sides.” That is, the duality looks 
different from each side of the looking-glass: 


On the side of the thing, there are physical 
qualities and real relations which constitute the 
state of affairs; there are also ideational logical 
attributes which indicate incorporeal events. 
And on the side of the proposition, there are 


names and adjectives which denote the state of 
affairs; and also there are verbs which express 
events or logical attributes. (LS 24) 


From the side of things, the duality looks like it is between bodies 
and events—from the side of propositions, between substantives 
and verbs, or more specifically between words that denote states of 
affairs and those that express incorporeal events. It is possible to 
depict the whole scheme with a quasi-Stoic stemma. The picture 
that emerges looks like a mirroring of the Stoic supreme genus, 
doubled into the realm of language. 


Things Propositions 


Incorporeal events Verbs 
States of affairs / Bodies _(Ideational logical Nouns and adjectives 
(Physical qualities and attributes) : 
real relations) v. 
= Expression 


Denotation 


Figure 3.1. Sense as a mirror between things and 
propositions 


This visualization shows us something important. Although 
Deleuze identifies sense with the aliquid, which is to say “to ti,” the 
Stoic supreme genus, the stemma he depicts does not make sense a 
supreme genus. Rather, he insists that sense is the boundary 
between propositions and things, which articulates their difference 
rather than reuniting them within a common genus (LS 24). Sense is 
the mirror that doubles the stemma, that in which it is reflected. So, 
in fact, the stemma depicted has not one but two collective genera, 
neither of them supreme—or, better perhaps, two mirror versions of 
the same genus, each of which, like the Stoic to ti, unpacks into 
existent and non-existent species. Sense is the “frontier” between 
these two sides in that it is identical to the subsistent part of both 
sides: incorporeal events and the verbs that express them. 


The paradoxical instance 


Yet, Deleuze says, such a schematization “is not yet sufficient” to 
account for the productivity of sense (LS 25). In particular, the 
duality within the proposition between substantives and verbs and 
the corresponding distinction between denotation and expression 
look too much like a “return to the hypothesis of the Cratylus” (LS 
25), according to which there are “two languages and two sorts of 
‘names,’”” one that designates beings and another that designates 
events (LS 2; cf. Cra. 438c—d). The duality in question, Deleuze says, 
is like a mirror, but a very strange mirror where “what is on one 
side has no resemblance to what is on the other” (LS 25). To 
describe how sense really generates, for example, denotation, we 
need to “reach a region where language no longer has any relation 
to that which it denotes, but only to that which it expresses, that is, 
to sense” (LS 25). 

Deleuze’s point is relatively simple: the resemblance between the 
two sides (the apparent similarity of the relations between verb and 
event and noun and body) is not given, as the hypothesis of the 
Cratylus assumes. It is rather an effect of something within language. 
As Deleuze puts it, while it may be true that denotation and 
expression “converge asymptotically,” so that it’s difficult to 
perceive the difference between them (or hard to understand how 
denotation could be an effect of sense), it’s nevertheless important 
to perceive that they “converge only in an esoteric word,” that is, 
by means of a kind of linguistic entity (LS 26). Such convergence 
between denotation and expression is captured brilliantly in 
Deleuze’s example (cribbed from Lewis Carroll): in the phrase, “to 
find it advisable to do something,” the word “it” goes proxy for an 
event expressed by an infinitive verb (“to do...”), but more often 
than not we take the word “it” in the expression “find it” to denote 
some ordinary thing, a body or state of affairs (LS 25-6). 

Crucially, Deleuze describes such an “esoteric word” as a “non- 
identifiable aliquid” (LS 26). To say that sense is aliquid, as Deleuze 
does, is not only to say that it is unconditioned in the (first) sense of 
being a supreme genus (like the Stoic ti), but also, even primarily, 
to say that it is “something unconditioned” in the sense of non- 
identifiable, indefinite, or indeterminate. If sense is “aliquid” that 
doesn’t just mean that it’s a supreme genus encompassing many 
divisions (say, the “extra-being” shared by the real, the possible, 


and the impossible), but that it includes what Deleuze calls 
“paradoxical elements” or “paradoxical instances,” like the one that 
makes the series of expressions and denotations converge. In these 
instances, “something” (aliquid) connotes indeterminacy. An 
“esoteric word” like “it” or aliquid is an “empty square” or “blank 
word” that circulates in language like “whatchamacallit” (LS 44). 
Such indeterminate factors within language are the elements 
required for sense to be a matter of “real genesis.” 

Deleuze makes the same point in terms of the “problematic” or 
“transcendental field.” Recall the distinction between “problem” 
and “question.” Whereas “problem” means the transcendental plane 
or field with its distribution of singularities, the “question” is the 
element that makes these singularities or events “resonate” and 
“communicate” with one another. Deleuze specifically identifies 
questions with “paradoxical elements” or “paradoxical instances,” 
by which he means precisely these indeterminate factors within 
language necessary for the productivity of sense (LS 56). If the 
“truth” of the problem (sense) is going to be really productive, then 
it must generate the other dimensions of the proposition, as well as 
the states of affairs in which it is embodied (cf. LS 124) by means of 
these “paradoxical elements” or “paradoxical instances” that run 
through problematic fields. These elements, which the productivity 
of sense transcendentally presupposes, are “unconditioned” in the 
particular sense of being “aleatory”: 


the question is determined by an aleatory point 
corresponding to the empty square or mobile 
element. The metamorphoses or redistributions 
of singularities form a history; each combination 
and each distribution is an event. But the 
paradoxical instance is the Event in which all 
events communicate and are distributed (LS 56). 


Problems are populated by events, senses, or sets of singularities, 
but Deleuze calls the question or the “paradoxical instance” the 
Event with a capital “E.” If capitalization indicates importance, then 
he is saying: being paradoxical is the most important thing about 
sense, because it is this aleatory factor that makes sense genetic. 


It is therefore necessary to approach sense by way of paradox (LS 
28). Take what Deleuze calls “Frege’s paradox” (LS 29). This 
expression refers to something implied by the sense-reference 
distinction: if every name has a sense (and in natural language 
names will usually have many more than one), then the sense of 
each name must have its own name, and so on. So, for example, the 
name “Aristotle” has a number of senses—for example, author of the 
Categories—but each sense of the name must have, in turn, its own 
name (or names)—say, “early Aristotle.” But that name also has a 
number of senses, for instance, student of Plato, inhabitant of Athens. 
This leapfrogging of names and senses proceeds ad infinitum. 

When Deleuze says that “metaphysical surface” is also a 
“transcendental field” (LS 125), this basically means that a 
methodological focus on the distinction between bodies and 
incorporeals, causes and effects, things and propositions, such as 
characterizes Stoicism, reveals that the first “side” of the surface 
transcendentally presupposes the other. Far from being merely 
dependent on denotation or reducible to signification, sense is not 
only “irreducible” but also possesses a genetic power in relation to 
these dimensions, insofar as it is the transcendental condition of 
their possibility: “sense is the characteristic discovery of 
transcendental philosophy” (LS 105) 

Frege’s paradox epitomizes this transcendental dimension of 
sense, and, from Deleuze’s point of view, exposes Frege as an 
accidental transcendental philosopher. Remember how Deleuze 
argued that “What the Tortoise Said to Achilles” reveals that 
signification presupposes an infinite regress, “Carroll’s paradox.” On 
Deleuze’s reading, “Frege’s paradox” is also a kind of infinite regress 
presupposed by signification: 


Sense is always presupposed as soon as I begin 
to speak ... I never state the sense of what I am 
saying. But on the other hand, I can always take 
the sense of what I say as the object of another 
proposition whose sense in turn, I cannot state. I 
thus enter into the infinite regress of that which 
is presupposed (LS 28). 


The excessive proliferation of senses on the basis of a few references 
and the impossibility of matching senses to references in a one-to- 
one way, which Frege had considered a drawback of his distinction, 
is what Deleuze likes most about it. The regress Frege inadvertently 
discovered explains how sense is presupposed by the whole 
conceptual-referential system of which it may seem to be a mere 
excrescence. It is presupposed as a “paradox.” Once again, the 
paradoxical elements in language show sense being productive. 
Indeed, Deleuze says, this “paradox of indefinite regress” is actually 
the fundamental paradox, from which the others (like Meinong’s 
and Carroll’s) are derived (LS 36; cf. DR 155). 

Frege’s regress is fundamental and genetic because it, unlike 
Carroll’s, has an “aleatory” quality to it. The relationship between 
the proliferating senses of a reference is completely indeterminate. 
For example, nothing in “Aristotle is the student of Plato” 
conceptually implies “Aristotle is the teacher of Alexander,” 
precisely because no conditions of possible truth have been 
established to join these propositions. Nevertheless, they have been 
made to “resonate” or “communicate.” There is a certain intelligible 
relationship between them, which is basically an accident of 
history, or, in Deleuze’s preferred terms, an “Event.” As we shall see 
more in the next chapter in relation to Stoic fatalism, sense relates 
propositions to one another in a way totally distinct from 
conceptual entailment. 

So there are, I think, two connotations of the phrase “something 
unconditioned” and Deleuze’s identification of sense with aliquid. 
On the one hand, aliquid implies supreme genus, “extra-being” 
beyond being, and on the other it implies “whatchamacallit.” This 
second connotation in particular is crucial for a full account of the 
“truth” of the problem, how it “really generates” the ordinary 
dimensions of the proposition and the states of affairs that embody 
them. And on Deleuze’s reading, the notion that sense contains 
something paradoxical, aleatory, chancy, stochastic, and historical 
also has its Stoic precedents. The Stoic love of paradoxes reveals 
that they understood that “everything happens” at the boundary 
between things and propositions. 

Let’s take a closer look at Chrysippus’s “chariot” paradox, which 
Deleuze refers to: 


If you say something, it passes through your lips. 


You say chariot. 
So it seems a chariot passes through your lips. 
(D.L. 7.187; LS 8, 134) 


In Diogenes Laertius it immediately follows the more famous “No 
one” (outis) argument, which commentators interpret as being 
designed to expose the assumptions of Chrysippus’s philosophical 
opponents about universal concepts (Sedley 1985; Brunschwig 
1994; Caston 1999). The outis argument runs: “If someone [tis] is in 
Megara, then he is not in Athens. Man is in Megara. Therefore, man 
is not in Athens” (cf. Simplicius, In Ar. Cat. 105.7-20). The 
conclusion appears patently false, which should expose a flaw in at 
least one of the premises. Chrysippus’s self-conscious sophism 
exploits the implied equation between specious generic entities (like 
“man” in general) and somethings (tina), in order to trap Platonists 
(or whoever believes in universal concepts) into accepting a 
ridiculous conclusion by way of acceptable-looking premises. If 
treating a universal as if it were “something” yields such obviously 
false conclusions in an elementary modus ponens deduction, then 
what choice does one have but to say that universals (like Platonic 
ideas) are “not somethings” (outina)—in other words, to eliminate 
them from metaphysics? 

It is plausible that Chrysippus also deployed the “chariot” 
argument to destroy a widespread but faulty assumption with a 
preposterous conclusion. Like the “no one” argument, it is also a 
play on the ambiguity of ti, “something”: the first premise begins “If 
you say something (ei ti laleis) ...” The Stoics held that everything is 
something, but not that every something has the same properties. 
Specifically, not every something is actually sayable. So the 
argument may hinge on the ambiguity that while a chariot is a 
body, which is a something, it is not a sayable something. Premise 
[1], offered dialectically, would not be endorsed by a serious Stoic, 
since the something that is said (a lekton) does not “pass through 
lips,” if passing through lips is taken to be a thing only bodies do. 
But the premise may attract the unwary. The argument will 
embarrass non-Stoics who have insufficiently distinguished bodies 
from incorporeals like lekta. 

Deleuze takes the argument to reveal that the Stoics’ true focus is 
the metaphysical surface: “Everything happens at the boundary 


between things and propositions” (LS 8). We’re now in a position to 
see why he thinks so. Deleuze interprets the ti in this case (ei ti 
laleis), not according to the first connotation of the identification of 
sense with aliquid, as a reference to the Stoic supreme genus, but 
according to the second connotation, as a paradoxical instance. In 
particular, this aliquid is like the “it” in Carroll’s example, “to find it 
advisable ...” It is an “empty square” or “blank word” circulating in 
language and causing the convergence of two series: references to 
bodies and expressions of sense. Chrysippus well understood the 
convergence long before Carroll did. That is, Deleuze interprets 
Chrysippus as self-consciously intending to reveal this feature of 
“esoteric words.” The chariot argument dramatizes a paradoxical 
instance or question (in Deleuze’s technical sense) at work. Since 
this is what is transcendentally presupposed as a condition of 
possibility for denotation and the other dimensions of the 
proposition, Deleuze says that the Stoics were already focused on 
the metaphysical surface or “transcendental field.” 


Paradoxa Stoicorum 


In The Logic of Sense Deleuze refers to two other paradoxes that 
would have been familiar to the Stoics, in some form at least: the 
sorites or “heap,” and Russell’s paradox. 

Russell’s set-theoretical paradox arises from contemplating the 
contradictions inherent in the self-reference or self-inclusion of sets. 
It is thus related, as he himself recognizes, to the ancient “Liar” 
(Russell 1908; [1918] 2010: 102-05), an argument about which 
Chrysippus apparently wrote six distinct works (D.L. 7.196-97). 
Famously, Russell considers the set of all sets that don’t contain 
themselves as members, and then asks whether that set contains 
itself or not. Deleuze refers to the “barber of the regiment” 
shorthand: if the barber is defined as the person shaving all men 
who do not shave themselves, then when it comes to shaving 
himself, the barber belongs to the set of men who do not shave 
themselves but are shaved by the barber only on the condition that 
he does not belong to that set, since he is shaved by the barber, but 
he does shave himself (LS 74; cf. Russell [1918] 2010: 101). 

According to Deleuze, Russell, like the Stoics, exposes how 
demonstrations that appeal only to signification—denotation really 
presuppose such paradoxical figures—like the barber or the liar. But 


he, like Frege, was too embarrassed to embrace this implication. 
Thus Russell offered a solution to his eponymous paradox in the 
“Theory of Types” (1908; [1905a] 1996, 8497-500), which “solves” 
the paradox by evading it, establishing rules for formulating 
propositions about sets which, when obeyed, guarantee that the 
paradox doesn’t arise. Russell hierarchizes “types”—terms, classes 
of terms, classes of classes, etc.—such that the paradox results when 
entities are invented whose existence relies on the confusion of two 
or more of these levels. Given restrictions like these, sets that 
include themselves as members are not well formed and are 
excluded from the universe of discourse. Deleuze interprets Russell’s 
solution as prohibiting the existence of paradoxical entities in order 
to get rid of paradoxes: 


We cannot get rid of paradoxes by saying that 
the barber of the regiment does not exist ... For 
paradoxes, on the contrary, inhere in language, 
and the whole problem is to know whether 
language would be able to function without 
bringing about the insistence of such entities. (LS 
74) 


Deleuze means that, in comparison to the Stoic approach, Russell’s 
strategy is insufficient because the existence of paradoxical entities 
is not the issue. Chrysippus was not seriously suggesting that 
chariots pass through people’s lips. Rather, paradoxical entities 
insist in language as non-existent conditions of signification and 
denotation. This is what the Stoics discovered and Russell just 
confirms it. 

Chrysippus’s own solution to the Liar paradox is, sadly, inextant. 
It’s possible that he analyzed the Liar sentence (“I am now lying”) 
as ambiguous between two assertions: “I am speaking falsely” and 
“T say, falsely, that I am speaking falsely,” of which the former 
would be inconsistent but the latter consistent with the assertion “I 
am speaking truly” (Cavini 1993). Such an analysis, however, might 
be exactly the strategy of those dialecticians who aimed to solve the 
argument by “cutting” or “dissecting” it, against whom Chrysippus 
wrote a whole book (D.L. 7.197; Long and Sedley 1987: 229). The 


most extensive report we have about Chrysippus’s solution is 
extremely hostile. According to Plutarch, the Liar forced Chrysippus 
to deny “that a conjunction formed from indefinite contradictories 
is unrestrictedly false.” That is, Chrysippus supposedly abandoned 
the view that “x and not-x” is always false. He thus undermined the 
fundamentals of logic, amputating its vital parts the way that an 
octopus gnaws off its own testicles in the winter (Comm. not. 
1059D-E). In slightly less sensational terms, Chrysippus may have 
carved out a niche for the existence of true contradictions. 

For his part, Deleuze characterizes paradoxes as being prior to 
contradiction: 


The force of paradoxes is that they are not 
contradictory; they rather allow us to be present 
at the genesis of contradiction. The principle of 
contradiction is applicable to the real and the 
possible, but not to the impossible from which it 
derives, that is to paradoxes or rather to what 
paradoxes represent. (LS 74-5) 


That is, the principle of contradiction, by which Deleuze means the 
law of non-contradiction (“a proposition cannot be both true and 
false” or “not both p and not-p”), does not apply to impossible 
objects with their “extra-being” (LS 35), nor, presumably, to the 
paradoxical instances necessary for the productivity of sense. 
Whereas Aristotle held that “the most indisputable of all beliefs is 
that contradictory statements are not at the same time true” 
(Metaph. 1011b13-14), Deleuze doesn’t think non-contradiction is a 
good guide to what’s fundamental or most general. Aristotle said, 
“it is impossible for anything at the same time to be and not to be” 
(Metaph. 1006a3-4), but to exclude this impossibility from 
metaphysical consideration is to adopt a limited view: in particular, 
it is to obscure the genetic process by which sense generates the 
other dimensions of the proposition by means of paradoxical 
instances and regresses. According to Deleuze, paradoxical instances 
hint at what lies beyond the region of thought where non- 
contradiction holds sway (conceptual implication, signification). In 
order to justify “getting rid of them,” it’s no more effective to 


“invoke the contradictory character” of paradoxical instances, like 
the barber of the regiment or the square circle, than it is to deny 
their existence (LS 74). This strategy testifies only to the desire to 
remain on one side of the metaphysical surface, rather than in the 
midst of the productive simmer at the boundary itself. Deleuze 
argues that regress, paradox, and true contradictions are 
ineliminable, much as the Stoics, for all their corporealism, said 
that the incorporeal is ineliminable, and even a condition on bodies. 

As long as Deleuze wants to keep the Stoics as conceptual allies, 
there is a considerable difficulty for him here. With the exception of 
Plutarch’s sharp criticism, most surviving accounts of Chrysippus 
depict him as being intensely committed to the law of excluded 
middle or the principle of bivalence (“a proposition is either true or 
false”; “Either p or not-p”), which is closely related to, and even 
slightly stronger than, the law of non-contradiction (the difference 
being, basically, that while non-contradiction states that p and not-p 
cannot both be true, bivalence states that they cannot both be false). 
For example, Cicero reports that Chrysippus “strained every nerve” 
(contendit omnis nervos) to persuade his readers that all propositions 
are either true or false, even ones about the future (Fat. 21; cf. 
Simplicius, In Ar. Cat. 406,34-407,5). Wouldn’t he recoil at 
Deleuze’s ambition to get at something more fundamental than 
contradiction, an originary surface generating paradoxes that are 
neither true nor false? 

In fact, Chrysippus was so committed to bivalence that he 
probably held it to apply in the case of the sorites or “heap” paradox 
(Williamson 1994: 12-22). Sorites arguments arise like this: 
someone asks you, “Do two grains make a heap?” and you reply 
“no.” She continues, “Do three?” “Do four?” etc. At a certain point, 
this procedure generates statements whose truth-value is 
ambiguous: Do 50 grains make a heap? Do 100? What’s paradoxical 
here is the possibility that by means of an initially innocuous 
progression (“Two grains are not a heap,” “three grains are not a 
heap”), you will eventually have to concede either that just one 
grain makes the difference between a heap and a non-heap, which 
is absurd, or that it is impossible to make a heap by adding single 
grains, which entails assenting to patently false propositions like 
“1000 grains do not make a heap.” It is possible that Chrysippus 
believed there was a sharp cut-off point where the truth-value of 
propositions with the form “x grains do not make a heap” switches 


from true to false, or in other words, that every proposition 
involved in the sorites does have one of the two possible truth- 
values, not both and not neither. For example, Cicero depicts 
Chrysippus comparing himself to a skilled charioteer who knows to 
restrain his horses before they reach an abrupt precipice (Acad. 
2.94). Sextus Empiricus also reports that Chrysippus thought that in 
the progress of a sorites argument the last comprehensive 
(kataléptike) impression is “adjacent” to the first non-comprehensive 
one (M. 416). 

Still, on this hypothesis, it would be a serious challenge to 
determine where exactly the cut-off point is. So it is also possible 
that Chrysippus was stymied by the sorites. He infamously said that 
as the argument progresses the sagest strategy is to stop counting 
grains and fall silent, or even go to sleep, before you get to the 
ambiguous propositions (Acad. 2. 93; S.E. M 7.416; Plutarch, Adv. 
Col. 1124a). Both Sextus Empiricus and Carneades, the head of the 
skeptical Academy, saw in Chrysippus’s silence a concession to 
skepticism: if it’s not possible to say whether intermediate sorites 
propositions are true or false, then he concedes it would be wrong 
to assent to a vague impression whose truth-value is “non-evident” 
(S.E. M 7.417-21; Acad. 2.94). 

Deleuze refers directly to Chrysippus’s response to the sorites and 
to Carneades’s criticism of it, which he thinks testifies to a lack of 
understanding on Carneades’s part. To fall asleep here means, 
Deleuze says, to grasp that “paradox is the force of the unconscious” 
(LS 80). Deleuze interprets the injunction to fall asleep as a tacit 
admission of the priority of sense to conceptual implication. 
Chrysippus silently acknowledges that the series of being and 
language are “animated by the paradoxical element” or that 
“nonsense has an internal and original relation to sense” (LS 81) 
because he seems to recognize that “solving” the paradox in terms 
of denotation-signification (by assigning every vague proposition a 
truth-value and then showing how the truth-values are inconsistent) 
would be to put the horse before the cart. It would diminish the 
problem present in the paradox by construing it as a matter of the 
correct or incorrect understanding of what a concept (like “heap”) 
implies. Rather than having a truth-value of which we are simply 
ignorant, perhaps the vague propositions of the sorites series would 
not count to Chrysippus as axidmata with binary truth-values, but as 
essentially indefinite expressions that give rise to paradox (Bobzien 


2002): “just as [the expression] ‘many’ is indefinite [aoristos] and 
gives rise to the sorites paradox, so is [the expression] ‘most” (S.E. 
M 1.68). 

As Deleuze puts it, Chrysippus’s recommendations—fall silent, go 
to sleep—are good ones because what is productive about 
paradoxes manifests itself “behind the back of consciousness, 
contrary to common sense” (LS 80). For Deleuze, paradoxical 
instances (such as the chariot passing through lips with which we 
began) are opposed, as well as prior, to the dogmatic image of 
thought, in which thinking is simple and upright: “Paradox is 
opposed to doxa, in both aspects of doxa, namely, good sense and 
common sense” (LS 75). These two “halves of doxa” (DR 133) are 
responsible for the dogmatic image of thought being characterized 
by sedentary distribution and recognition, respectively (cf. DR 133- 
34), and are dogmatically treated as if they were “determinations of 
pure thought” (DR 132). The interpretation of paradox as contrary 
to doxa is unambiguously Stoic. Unlike Aristotle, who intended his 
philosophy to conform to pre-philosophical assumptions about the 
nature and proper scope of thought—it should not stray too far 
beyond how humans perceive the world (ta phainomena), nor from 
how people already think and talk about reality (ta endoxa)—the 
Stoics were much more willing to defy convention (Lang 1998; 
White 2003). They themselves called doctrines paradoxa which 
diverged radically from popular endoxa (Cicero, Paradoxa Stoicorum 
4). 


Conclusion 


In this chapter, I’ve described how Deleuze appeals to the Stoics’ 
love of instructive paradoxes or paralogisms, like the “chariot” and 
the “heap,” as evidence that they were among the first to take an 
interest in what precedes the duality of bodies and propositions, 
something which produces them as distinct series. Deleuze calls it 
the transcendental genetic “surface” presupposed by linguistic 
functions like denotation and signification. As I have described it, 
when he identifies sense with this surface, and with aliquid, the 
Latin translation of the Stoic supreme genus to ti, he doesn’t mean 
that sense is a genus more supreme than the supreme genus, but 
rather that sense contains aleatory “somethings,” indeterminate, 
“paradoxical” instances, which make it productive. 


How exactly is sense productive of the other dimensions of the 
proposition? Deleuze and Guattari provide clues elsewhere. They 
talk about “incorporeal transformations” in concrete social contexts. 
For example, a judge’s statement transforms the accused into the 
convict or a socio-legal categorization transforms a child into an 
adult when he reaches the “age of majority” (TP 81). Such 
transformations are explicitly Stoic incorporeal events (TP 86). To 
say that they are “quasi-causal” is to say that a proposition like 
“you are guilty” effects changes in other propositions, even though 
the agency of these changes is not causal. Sense “produces” 
signification and denotation, for instance, to the extent that 
incorporeal transformations shift what things in the world the 
proposition refers to, as well as what general concepts the 
proposition is related to. Suppose a judge rules that “this music 
pirate is a criminal.” The incorporeal transformation produces new 
denotations and significations because “a criminal” now includes in 
its reference something that it did not before, namely, a music 
pirate, and we can validly infer from statements about music piracy 
something new, namely, that it is a criminal offense. Ian Buchanan 
(2007) argues that gender is a ubiquitous quasi-cause. Having a 
gender (being categorized with labels like “male” or “female”) is 
the effect of having a body, but it influences “quasi-causally” other 
events in our lives, other effects of different bodies, other predicates 
coming to be true: for example, “being handsome” or “being 
beautiful,” being included in different statistical categories, getting 
paid less (or more) for the same work as your peers, and so on. The 
assumption of a gender (“I am woman”) also changes the 
denotation of the term and changes what inferences are licensed by 
a general concept. 

The structuralist spin Deleuze puts on the notion implies that the 
relations between events or effects are not all predictable. They are 
“aleatory.” In the final analysis, sense-events derive their 
productivity from the fact that they involve irreconcilable, excessive 
elements that introduce a little noise into the system: 
paradigmatically, this is the excess by which the number of senses 
exceeds the number of references, the “paradox of regress, or 
indefinite proliferation” from which all the others are derived (LS 
36). P’ve already suggested that there is something historical about 
the proliferation of senses. To examine this topic more closely, I 
turn to a consideration of fate. 


4 


Stoicism: Events and Fate 


The previous two chapters have been focused mainly on sense. Yet 
Deleuze claims that that the Stoics simultaneously discovered sense 
and “the event” (LS 19). The lekton subsists fully on neither side of 
the border between things and propositions. It is identical to the 
sense expressed by verbs, but also the “pure event,” by which 
Deleuze means Platonic “unlimited” or “pure becomings.” 

Identifying such events with Stoic incorporeal lekta may appear to 
be Deleuze’s interpretative innovation, inspired by Bréhier’s 
observation that a lekton is “what we would call today a fact or 
event” (1928: 12). John Sellars (2007), for example, treats it that 
way. The Stoics do, however, talk about “events” (gignomena), 
especially in the context of discussing causality, determinism, and 
fate. For instance, according to Plutarch, Chrysippus said that 
“Since common nature extends to all things, what has come about 
in any way whatever [to hopdsoun gignomenon] in the whole 
universe ... will necessarily have come about conformably with that 
nature” (St rep. 1050C). 

The purpose of this chapter is to come to grips with how Deleuze 
makes use of the Stoic conceptions of causality and fate, and how 
they are related to the “philosophy of events” he advocates. 

In general, the Stoics understand causality in terms of the 
ontological divergence of bodies and incorporeals. Causes are 
bodies, but the Stoics also speak of something else, “that of which a 
cause is a cause,” which is an incorporeal predicate (kategoréma) 
coming to be true of a body (HP §55A). Sextus summarizes: 


The Stoics say that every cause is a body which 


becomes the cause to a body of something 
incorporeal. For instance, the scalpel, a body, 
becomes the cause to the flesh, a body, of the 
incorporeal predicate being-cut. (S.E. M 9.211) 


This way of thinking about causality probably originated with the 
question of whether or not causes are like explanations, linguistic 
statements, facts, or “propositional items” (Frede 1980). Because of 
their corporealist thesis, the Stoics rejected the prevailing view, 
with its roots in Plato and Aristotle, that explanatory propositional 
items count as causes in the full sense. 

Deleuze is well aware of the peculiarity of Stoic causal theory: 
“There are no causes and effects among bodies. Rather, all bodies 
are causes ... effects are not bodies but, properly speaking, 
‘incorporeal’ entities” (LS 4), and he refers, via Bréhier, to Sextus’s 
scalpel (LS 5, 10). In fact, Deleuze claims that this “first important 
duality ... of causes and effects” lies at the root of the duality of 
things and propositions “reflected” in the transcendental mirror of 
sense (LS 23). But Deleuze dramatically diverges from the account 
of Stoic causality he finds in Bréhier. Effects are not merely the 
“results” of bodies (1928: 12) but “quasi-causes” in relation to one 
another: “Incorporeal effects are never themselves causes in relation 
to each other; rather, they are only ‘quasi-causes’ following laws 
which perhaps express in each case the relative unity or mixture of 
bodies on which they depend for their real causes” (LS 6). The 
thought seems to be that, for example, the event of a body “being 
cut” (the predicate coming to be true of that body), which is the 
effect of the application of one body (a scalpel) to another (some 
flesh), does not cause other effects (other predicates becoming true) 
but it does contribute somehow to other effects coming about. 

As I have argued, when Deleuze calls such non-causal 
effectuation “quasi-causality,” he is adapting Clement of 
Alexandria’s expression hoion aitiddds, but his interpretation of the 
phenomenon derives in large measure from Cicero’s De Fato and its 
discussion of Chrysippus’s theory of “co-fated” events (confatalia). 
Deleuze takes from Cicero the idea that effects have relations of 
compatibility and incompatibility among themselves, relatively 
independent of the corporeal interrelations of causes. A full account 
of the event in Stoicism, he says, involves explaining a double 


causality: “The Stoics saw clearly that the event is subject to a 
double causality, referring on the one hand to mixtures of bodies 
which are its cause and, on the other, to other events which are its 
quasi-cause” (LS 94). Talking about events involves both bodies 
interacting causally and effects interacting quasi-causally. This 
notion of quasi-causality will explain how events or senses (lekta) 
are productive not only of the other dimensions of the proposition, 
as I described in the last chapter, but even the states of affairs in 
which they are embodied (LS 124). 

In The Logic of Sense Deleuze makes at least three important 
claims about Cicero’s De Fato, which I explain and discuss in this 
chapter. This discussion touches on the topics of determinism, 
compatibilism, and astrology in Stoicism and it concludes that 
Deleuze derives from Cicero the idea that the theory of the relations 
among events (quasi-causality) is distinct from both physical 
causality and conceptual entailment/logical implication. Connecting 
this discussion of fate with the analyses of the previous chapters, I 
offer an interpretation of quasi-causality as historical contingency. 
The chapter ends with a consideration of Deleuze’s brief and 
summary dismissal of the Stoics, which, when read in parallel with 
Deleuze’s account of Leibniz’s logic of events, appears to involve a 
criticism of the doctrine of katalépsis and a creative rethinking of 
the figure of the sage. 


Quasi-causality and confatalia 


The notion of quasi-causality looks back to the metaphysical 
surface. Deleuze accounts for what is cause-like in quasi-causality in 
terms of the paradoxical element: 


We have tried to ground this second causality 
[quasi-causality] in a way which would conform 
to the incorporeal character of the surface and 
the event. It seemed to us that the event, that is, 
sense, referred to a _ paradoxical element, 
intervening as nonsense or as an aleatory point, and 
operating as a quasi-cause assuring the full 
autonomy of the effect. (LS 95) 


That is, the theme of quasi-causality also hinges on this paradoxical 
element or “question.” In fact, this text implies that the productivity 
of sense is the quasi-causality of events. Both are activated by this 
indeterminate “empty square” or “blank word” that, memorably, 
Deleuze called the Event with a capital “E.” 

The Logic of Sense is not a “poststructuralist” text, if that means a 
repudiation of structuralism (Williams 2008: 61). In fact, the 
relation between the book’s two “series” of things and propositions 
(denotation-signification and sense) conforms to Deleuze’s own 
understanding of what “structuralism” involves in the 
approximately contemporary text “How Do We Recognize 
Structuralism?” (DI 184-89). The relation between the series is a 
function of their internal disequilibria. In each series, there are 
floating linguistic elements, whose status is reminiscent of the “set 
of all sets that do not contain themselves”: outliers that both belong 
and don’t belong to the series, that simultaneously fail to be 
assimilated into it yet cause the elements within the series to 
communicate and ensure the “ceaseless dislocation” of the two 
series with respect to one another. Deleuze calls them paradoxical 
elements or aleatory points, but Claude Lévi-Strauss had already 
called them “floating signifiers” and compared their linguistic value 
to that of the esoteric word “thingamajig” (DI 186-87). To the 
extent that they contain such floaters, the series are freed from their 
determinate dependency in relation to one another (LS 50-1), and 
enter into relations of convergence or divergence. These lacks and/ 
or excesses are the means by which “the series communicate 
without losing their difference” (LS 50). 

The Stoics were here first too. Since Chrysippus’s paradoxes 
played with the ambiguities of ti, the “discovery of sense as an 
incorporeal effect, being always produced by the circulation of the 
element = x [i.e., the floater or paradoxical element] in the series 
of terms which it traverses, must be named the ‘Chrysippus effect” 
(LS 70). “Structuralism, whether consciously or not, celebrates new 
findings of a Stoic ... inspiration” (LS 71). 

Take Frege’s paradox. The sense of a linguistic item like the name 
“Aristotle” is produced by a lack or incoherence obtaining between 
two series, that of events (teaching Alexander, studying under Plato, 
being born at Stagira, etc.) and that of beings or references. There is 
no one-to-one correspondence here and no reason to think there 
should be one. Sense is, of course, not absolutely primitive and 


depends on the relations among bodies, but Deleuze is suggesting 
that its relative independence from relations among bodies has to 
do with the way it borrows the productive or genetic power of the 
paradoxical quasi-cause: “as soon as sense is grasped, in its relation 
to the quasi-cause which produces and distributes it at the surface, 
it inherits, participates in, and even envelops and possesses the 
force of this ideational cause [i.e., the quasi-cause]” (LS 95). Being 
focused, as the Stoics are, on the metaphysical surface means 
recognizing that production goes both ways; sense is produced by 
bodies, but denotation and signification are produced by sense, and 
even the relations among bodies themselves are obscurely somehow 
determined by non-corporeal and non-conceptual relations among 
events. 

Although Deleuze’s structuralist interpretation of Stoic events 
entering into relations of “quasi-causality” with one another may 
seem eccentric, this reading is actually broadly in line with some of 
the guiding research questions in contemporary scholarship on 
ancient Stoicism, and fits well with the extant evidence of 
Chrysippus’s position. For example, Long and Sedley wonder: “How 
do [incorporeal events] play any part in the world? No satisfactory 
discussion of the problem has survived” (1987: 165). Yet they 
acknowledge that the following passage from Sextus Empiricus 
hints at a Stoic theory of the quasi-causality of events: 


[The Stoics] say, just as the trainer or drill- 
sergeant sometimes takes hold of the boy’s hands 
to drill him and to teach him to make certain 
motions, but sometimes stands at a distance and 
moves to a certain drill, to provide himself as a 
model for the boy—so too some causes of 
representations [phantastoi] touch, as it were, 
and make contact with the commanding-faculty 
to make their printing in it, as do black and 
white, and body in general; whereas others have 
a nature like that of the incorporeal sayables 
[asOmata lekta], and the commanding-faculty is 
impressed in relation to them, not by them 


[ep’autois ... kai oukh hup’aut6n]. (S.E. M 8.409 
= HP 827E, translation modified) 


The idea that some causes of appearances have a lekta-like nature 
recalls Diogenes’s report that the Stoics thought that, alongside 
sensory impressions, there are “non-sensory impressions” of lekta 
and other things acquired by reason (D.L. 7.51). Here Sextus says 
that the percipient soul is not affected by such appearances (only 
bodies act in this causal way) but, tantalizingly, “in relation to” 
them. Incorporeal lekta seem to affect the soul in a “cause-like” way 
without actually being causal, but Sextus’s shifting of prepositions is 
“too mysterious to explain the process” (Long and Sedley 1987: 
241). The genetic or quasi-causal role Deleuze assigns to lekta 
speaks to precisely this interpretive impasse. 

While Long and Sedley hint at quasi-causality in the context of 
epistemology, Susanne Bobzien’s Determinism and Freedom in Stoic 
Philosophy (1998) argues that the Stoics may have recognized that 
incorporeals play a quasi-causal role in helping to determine what 
events occur “by fate.” For example, in the context where Plutarch 
reports Chrysippus talking about how all events [gignomena] must 
occur in conformity with universal nature, he specifies that this 
means “none of the parts [of the universe] can be moved or 
sustained [kinésthésetai @ skhései] otherwise than according to its 
common nature” (St. rep. 1050D). Plutarch sarcastically explains 
that the universe therefore includes sustained conditions (skheseis) 
like “vices, diseases, greed, hedonism [etc.]” and motions (kinéseis) 
like “adulteries, thefts, betrayals, [and] homicides,” all supposedly 
consistent with divine providence. For Bobzien the implication is 
slightly different: God, Zeus, or “common nature” (koiné phusis) all 
mean, for the Stoics, the active, corporeal principle in bodies, so if 
the terms pick out the cause, or set of causes, producing both 
motions and sustained conditions, then these gignomena are the 
incorporeal effects of such bodily causes (Bobzien 1998: 22, 26). 

Although Bobzien doubts that gignomenon is a_ well-defined 
technical term in Stoicism, she does sketch out a picture of how 
incorporeal events could be involved in the Stoic theory of fate and 
bases her reconstruction, as Deleuze does also, on Cicero’s De Fato. 
On account of the lack of consistency in the Stoic conception of 
events, Bobzien claims that in her reconstruction she merely 


restates the ancient “vagueness” about gignomena by “using non- 
committal words like ‘thing’, without trying to clear up the Stoic 
mess” (1998: 27). Singling out the term “thing” here is a reference 
to Chrysippus’s response to the so-called lazy argument (argos 
logos), recorded by Cicero. The argument offers an objection to the 
hypothesis that everything occurs according to fate by means of a 
dilemma: 


When you are sick, either your recovery or your 
non-recovery is fated. 

If it is fated for you to recover, you will recover, 
whether or not you call a doctor. 

If it is fated for you not to recover, you will not 
recover, whether or not you call a doctor. 

Therefore, there is no point in calling a doctor. (Fat. 
28-9) 


Cicero recounts that Chrysippus responded to this argument by 
distinguishing between res simplices and res copulatae, simple and 
conjoined “things.” Whoever finds the lazy argument convincing 
has conflated the latter with the former (Fat. 30). Events like 
recovering from an illness are not fated in isolation. Recovery may 
imply or require another event, such as consulting a doctor. 
Chrysippus provides two other examples of res copulatae: the events 
of Laius having a son called Oedipus and Laius mating with a 
woman, and the events of Milo wrestling at Olympia and someone 
wrestling Milo at Olympia, since wrestling at Olympia is not 
something Milo can do all by himself. Events that are connected in 
this way are called confatalia, co-fated events (Fat. 30). The idea is 
not that certain propositions conceptually imply one another, the 
way that “having milk” implies “having conceived,” but that events 
are fated via other ones. As Diogenianus the Epicurean reports, for 
Chrysippus even our own behavior can be co-fated with specific 
outcomes so that they come about by means of our actions (HP 
§62F). 

Although these reports lay the stress on events, most reports 
about Stoic fate make it sound like an affair of bodies or causes 
alone. The Stoics defined fate (heimarmené) as a “chain of causes” 


(heirmos aition, or in Latin, series causarum) (HP 855J; Cicero, Fat. 
20; Div. 1.125). Of course, we should not project onto this image a 
modern conception of causality: the Stoic causal chain is not a 
“sequence of events, each of which is cause to its successor and 
effect of its predecessor” but a “cosmic sympathy” or “common 
nature” relating all the bodies in the universe (Meyer 2009). That 
is, causes “chained” together are the various quanta of divine 
pneuma apportioned in existing individuals. In the Stoic technical 
vocabulary these are sunektika aitia, causes of the coherence and 
organization (hexis) of bodies (Frede 1980: 243-44). 

So what role do incorporeal effects play? According to Bobzien, a 
somewhat attenuated one compared to the modern conception 
where effects are causes under a different description, but a role 
nonetheless. To account for Chrysippean confatalia, Bobzien 
suggests that the Stoics could have thought that causal relations are 
chained like this: 


Body[1] >  Body[2] > Effect [1] 
Body[2] >  Body[3] > Effect (2] 


A first body, say a scalpel, is a cause to a second body, some flesh, 
of an effect, being cut. In turn that second body, some flesh, is a 
cause to a third body, say a person’s soul, of a second effect, being 
in pain. Bobzien thinks it’s possible, because of universal causal 
sympathy, for a Stoic to say that Body [1] is (partially) causally 
responsible for Effect [2], that the scalpel is partially responsible for 
the soul’s being in pain (1998: 51). If we can indeed think of causal 
triads being results of one another, then we must say something 
new about the incorporeal effect of the first one (Effect [1]): “An 
effect ... in a causal chain that ‘makes’ (or contributes to making) 
the body at which it occurs become in turn a cause of a further 
effect ... must be called a causal occurrent of [that further effect]” 
(Bobzien 1998: 51). In our example, being cut is a “causal 
occurrent” of the further effect, being in pain. From this point of 
view, Chrysippus’s doctrine of confatalia would be something 
derived from or implied by the notion of “causal occurrence.” For 
any given event, confatalia introduce “causally relevant necessary 
conditions” which are themselves incorporeal events: 


A consequence of the existence of such necessary 


conditions of occurrents for Chrysippus’ 
determinism is that things [events] are not fated 
in isolation. For they introduce a restriction on 
the possible combination of things that can 
obtain in the course of the world, and hence— 
because everything is fated—on the combination 
of things that can be fated. (Bobzien 1998: 224) 


One way to understand Deleuze’s emphasis on quasi-causality is 
as part of an analogous inquiry concerning the nature of the 
restrictions imposed by Stoic confatalia. Deleuze doesn’t say “causal 
occurrents”; he says “quasi-causes.” His meditations on Stoic 
fatalism come to the conclusion that the doctrine of confatalia 
contains a theory of the compatibility and incompatibility of events 
that is related to but distinct from, in the first instance, 
straightforward corporeal causality: 


Fate is primarily the unity and the link of 
physical causes among themselves. Incorporeal 
effects are obviously subject to fate, to the extent 
that they are the effect of these causes. But to 
the extent that they differ in nature from these 
causes, they enter, with one another, into 
relations of quasi-causality . ... Between events, 
there seem to be formed extrinsic relations of 
silent compatibility and incompatibility, of 
conjunction and disjunction, which are very 
difficult to apprehend. What makes an event 
compatible or incompatible with another? We 
cannot appeal to causality. (LS 169-70, 
translation modified) 


The contribution of incorporeal events to the Stoic conception of 
fate—call it “causal occurrence” if you like—is precisely what 


interests Deleuze. He would say that Chrysippus’s view that the lazy 
argument fails because it assumes that no events are co-fated, insists 
on the importance of these “silent compatibilities and 
incompatibilies”’ among events themselves, independent of 
corporeal causality. 

Both Deleuze and Bobzien recognize that for the Stoics there is a 
kind of generation of events by events qua “relevant necessary 
conditions,” which is not causality. Deleuze’s contribution to the 
scholarly reconstruction of a Stoic theory of events lies in the link 
he forges between this kind of physical generation of events and the 
Stoic philosophy of language, and specifically what he calls the 
productivity of sense. Deleuze links Chrysippus’s differentiation of 
simple and “co-fated” events to his taste for paradoxes. Since events 
or senses refer to “paradoxical elements,” which “interven[e] as 
nonsense or an aleatory point, and operat[e] as a quasi-cause 
assuring the full autonomy of the effect” (LS 95), co-fated events 
“communicate” or “resonate” with one another, as Deleuze puts it, 
by means of the genetic power of such structural floaters or 
paradoxical elements in language. 

In the “ Twenty-Fourth Series of the Communication of Events,” 
in The Logic of Sense, Deleuze makes three specific claims about 
Cicero’s De Fato in quick succession. First, he avows that the 
independence or “autonomy” of the quasi-causal series of lekta with 
respect to properly causal bodies is related to Chrysippus’s 
compatibilism in the ancient debate on determinism: the 
simultaneous affirmation of fate and denial of necessity (LS 169), a 
“general theme of Cicero’s De Fato” (LS 350 n.1). Second, he says 
that Chrysippus’s infamous response to the Chaldean astrologers, 
that they need to rephrase their prophetic hypotheticals (Cicero, 
Fat. 15), shows that the Stoic was aware of the fact that the quasi- 
causal incompatibility of two events is distinct from (and prior to) 
not just “brute causality,” but also logical contradiction, which 
remains a relationship between propositions and concepts in the 
dimension of signification (LS 170). Third, he announces without 
argument that for the Stoics astrology provides a well-defined 
theory of the convergence and divergence of events (LS 171). I will 
deal with each of these claims in order. 


Fatalism without necessity 


The Stoics say that everything occurs according to fate: fato omnia 
fiunt (Cicero, Fat. 21; cf. D.L. 7.149). Although fate is a chain of 
causes (in other words, bodies), the things that happen “according 
to fate” (kath’heimarmené, fato) are incorporeal events. Deleuze says 
that the relative independence of events from the properly causal 
series is best understood in terms of Chrysippus’s much-discussed 
acceptance of fate and denial of necessity (LS 6, 169), a position 
that Cicero treats as an equivocation brought about by an apparent 
contradiction: 


Chrysippus, since he refused on the one hand to 
accept necessity and held on the other hand that 
nothing happens without fore-ordained causes, 
distinguishes different kinds of causation, to 
enable himself at the same time to escape 
necessity and to retain fate. (Cicero, Fat. 41) 


Grasping what Deleuze makes of this point requires supplementing 
Deleuze’s brief allusion with material from the De Fato about how 
Chrysippus’s account of fate is distinct from Diodorean 
necessitarianism, and about the specific “kind of causation” 
Chrysippus thinks is involved when events happen by fate. 

In ancient discussions of fate, like Cicero’s De Fato and Aristotle’s 
famous discussion of “the sea-battle tomorrow” (Int. 18a27-19b4), 
the main controversy concerns whether propositions about future 
events somehow transmit necessity to actually existing things in the 
present. The question at issue seems to be that of “logical 
determinism,” the view that “argues from the truth of propositions 
to the necessity of events” (Bobzien 1998: 59). Cicero reports that 
Chrysippus held three conditions to be mutually implied: (1) that 
everything occurs by means of fate, (2) that every proposition 
(enuntiatio, axidma) is either true or false (in other words, that the 
principle of bivalence applies to all propositions), and (3) that 
everything takes place by means of “antecedent causes” (causae 
antegressae or causae antecedentes) (Cicero, Fat. 21). So it may seem 
that the Stoic defense of fate is also a defense of logical 
determinism, based on “confounding logical relations between 
propositions with physical connections between objects or events” 


(Bobzien 1998: 59). 

However, the basic Stoic gesture of dividing somethings into 
existent and non-existent series defies this expectation. It implies 
that the relations among incorporeal propositions cannot interact 
directly with bodies in a causal way. Propositions concerning the 
future can’t make bodies do anything, since no proposition is a 
cause. Chrysippus’s distinction between fate and necessity may be a 
corollary of the basic Stoic ontological gesture. On this reading, 
necessity would derive from the supposed causal influence of 
propositions about the future, and fate, in contrast, would mean the 
actual causal power of bodies. There is an extra wrinkle here 
because it seems that when the Stoics discuss, not fate itself but 
“what happens according to fate,” they mean the coherency among 
the incorporeal predicates or events expressed in propositions. They 
do not mean relations between bodies. (Nor, Deleuze will want to 
say, do they mean relations between propositions and universal 
concepts, as I shall discuss in the next section.) 

Much of the ancient hostility toward Stoic fate was framed in 
terms of the fear that it threatens moral responsibility. modern 
interpreters of Stoicism, however, represent Chrysippus as a 
compatibilist, reconciling moral responsibility with the fatality of 
the cosmos (Frede 2003; Salles 2005) in contrast to the Megarian 
logician Diodorus Cronus, the face of ancient necessitarianism 
whom Cicero presents as Chrysippus’s adversary (Fat. 13, 17; Sedley 
1977). Diodorus is best known for defining modalities: the possible 
as what “either is or will be true”; the necessary as “what being true 
will not be false”; and the impossible as “what being false will not 
be true” (HP §38C). The permutations of these definitions in his so- 
called Master Argument are often understood as a proof of fatal 
necessity, or an explanation of how true propositions about the 
future transmit necessity to the present. Epictetus reports that 
Diodorus began with three premises that he thought could not all 
be accepted simultaneously: 


1. Every true proposition about the past is necessary (i.e., it will not 


become false). 


2. The impossible doesn’t follow from the possible (i.e., a false 


proposition that will not become true doesn’t follow from a 
proposition true at present or at some time in the future). 


3. What neither is true now nor will be true is still possible. 


Diodorus recognized a contradiction among these premises, and, 
considering the probative force of the first two unimpeachable, 
therefore rejected [3]. He concluded: “Nothing is possible which 
neither is nor will be true” (Epictetus, Diss. 2.19.1). 

Consider a possible future-tensed proposition: “this ship will 
arrive safely in port.” Diodorus thinks that if such a proposition 
expresses a real possibility, then it is true. But what if the ship 
sinks? Diodorus’s modal definitions make it difficult to conceive of 
how a true proposition could become false, even a proposition 
about the future. So true possible propositions stray dangerously 
close to necessary ones—true propositions that will not become 
false. Diodorean principles require discounting “counterfactual 
possibilities” (possibilities that are not true and might not be in the 
future) and “factual non-necessities” (true present propositions that 
may become false in the future) (Bobzien 1998: 106; cf. Gaskin 
1995: 295). Things that will not be true are not even possible. 
Contingent propositions about the possible future, whose 
contradiction is also possible, have no place in Diodorus’s modal 
universe. 

Chrysippus finds that unsatisfying. In contrast, he carves out 
space for contingent possibilities: “you [Chrisippus] say that things 
which will not be [true] are also possible.” For example, “This jewel 
will be broken” is a proposition about the possible future of a 
currently unbroken jewel, even if the jewel in question will not 
become broken (Cicero, Fat. 13). To allow for such contingencies, 
Chrysippus supplements Diodorus’s modal definitions: for 
Chrysippus the possible is what is “capable of being true, where 
there is nothing hindering its being true” (D.L. 7.75). The exact 
nature of what “hinders” propositions from being true is not 
evident, but Alexander of Aphrodisias reports that the Stoics 
maintained that it is possible for grain chaff to burn in the open air, 
but impossible when the chaff is submerged in water (HP 838B). 
Here it looks like the external circumstances are instances of brute 
corporeal causality. This new construal of possibility also creates 
space for personal moral agency in the “freedom from” both 
corporeal and conceptual necessitation. For instance, a state 
(skhesis) such as a vice and a motion (kinésis) such as a vicious act 
remain possible, so long as they are not impeded by corporeal 
circumstances, even if they are never actualized. This possibility is 
enough of a gap between the series of bodies and the series of lekta 


for it to be meaningful to say that humans enjoy a range of 
negatively free purposeful action and that we can be ascribed moral 
responsibility (Stough 1978; Bobzien 1998: 119; Frede 2003). 

Even though he does not accept Diodorean necessitarianism, 
Chrysippus still maintains that “everything happens according to 
fate” and that universal fatalism is connected to the universal 
validity of logical principles like bivalence. We can see better the 
difference between Chrysippean fatalism and necessity by 
investigating the third condition he considers indissolubly linked to 
the other two: everything has “antecedent causes.” What are those? 

Alexander of Aphrodisias criticized Stoic physics for its 
mystifying and theoretically promiscuous “swarm of causes” 
(sménos aition): preliminary (prokatarctic) causes, cooperating causes 
(sunaitia), sustaining (sunektic) causes, and so on (HP 855N; cf. S.E. 
PH. 3.15 and Clement, Strom. 8.9.25,4). The meticulous study and 
excessive proliferation of different kinds of cause in Stoicism were 
probably related to the attempt to defend a non-necessitarian 
fatalism. Chrysippus distinguished “different kinds of causes in 
order both to escape necessity and to retain fate” (Cicero, Fat. 41). 

According to Cicero, when Chrysippus talks about fate, he 
specifically distinguishes between causae perfectae et principalis 
(perfect and principal causes) and causae adiuvantes et proximae 
(auxiliary and proximate causes) (Fat. 41). Examining parallel 
Greek texts, Michael Frede conjectures that perfecta et principalis is a 
translation of something like autoteles kai sunektikon (1980: 237). 
That is, this kind of cause should be identified with the sunektikon 
cause of the coherence or tenor (hexis) of bodies, their portion of 
divine pneuma. The other type of cause, “auxiliary and proximate,” 
is harder to pin down but clearly very important. Chrysippus 
explains, “when we say everything happens according to fate by 
antecedent causes, we do not wish it to be understood by perfect 
and principal causes, but by auxiliary antecedent and proximate 
causes [causis adiuvantibus antecedentibus et proximis]” (Cicero, Fat. 
41). 

The implication that “everything happens by fate” does not mean 
“everything happens according to pneumatic corporeal causes” has 
big consequences. Frede thinks that all the terminological 
proliferation boils down to the basic insight that responsibility for 
an event is often not straightforwardly attributable (1980: 237). 
The “sunhektic” or pneumatic cause marks the limit-case of a cause 


that “does not depend for its causal efficacy on the agency of some 
other cause outside its control” (1980: 239). This is why the cause 
is also called autotelés, perfect or complete in itself. Such 
conceptually neat causality is the exception rather than the rule; 
usually different kinds of cause collaborate (Cicero, Topica 58). 
When Chrysippus says that the antecedent causes constitutive of 
fate act like auxiliary and proximate causes, this means that the 
expression “everything happens according to fate” does not indicate 
that there is one perfect cause that acts alone to produce all effects. 
Moreover, that’s why antecedent (fatal) causes are not 
necessitating: “whether the antecedent cause does bring about the 
effect depends on the activity of the perfect cause, and whether the 
perfect cause does act is outside of the control of the antecedent 
cause” (Frede 1980: 239). 

Chrysippus’s famous argument about a rolling cylinder is 
supposed to be effective against anyone who thinks that antecedent 
causes are perfect and hence that fate necessitates. He imagines a 
cylinder rolling along a surface or a top spinning in place. Either of 
these bodies “cannot begin to move without a push. But once that 
has happened ... the cylinder rolls, and the spinning-top spins, by 
its own nature [suapte natura]” (Fat. 42). Here the push is the 
properly antecedent cause that cooperates with the cylinder’s inner 
nature, its hexis. Fate, for Chrysippus, is more like a fortuitous push 
than an inner nature. He transfers this argument about 
responsibility for motion to the moral realm to avoid the dangerous 
idea that human actions are determined by external causes. The 
cylinder’s behavior is like human perception. Just as a push moves 
a cylinder, “an object perceived will impress and as it were seal its 
appearance on the mind, but assent will remain in our power 
[adsensio nostra erit in potestate]” (Cicero, Fat. 43). Chrysippus’s 
point is that while our actions do have antecedent causes, namely 
sense-impressions, it is wrong to say that these causes necessitate 
our actions, just as it is wrong to say that the push necessitates the 
cylinder’s motion. It is more correct to say that the perfect cause 
lies within is, in our proper nature or character. 

Both of these rich veins in the De Fato—that Chrysippus carefully 
and explicitly distinguished his fatalism from the competing 
necessitarian view of Diodorus Cronus and that for him happening 
“by fate” means being caused by “antecedent” causes, which are not 
pneumatic, perfect causes acting in isolation—suggest that 


Deleuze’s use of the text is onto something. As presented by Cicero, 
Chrysippus associates necessity with both pneumatic causality, from 
which fate is distinct in the same way that the push that moves the 
cylinder is distinct from the cylinder’s physical nature, and 
conceptual or logical determination, from which Chrysippus’s 
revision of modality distinguishes Stoicism. 

Deleuze’s parallel between, on the one hand, necessity and what 
happens by fate and, on the other, corporeal causality and 
incorporeal quasi-causality is, at least in part, well founded. His 
incredibly condensed argument about Cicero’s De Fato indicates that 
the relation of relative dependence and independence into which 
Chrysippus puts fate and necessity (or antecedent and sunhektic 
causes) is isomorphic with (or perhaps identical to) the relative 
dependence and independence of Stoic quasi-causes with respect to 
causes. Just as auxiliary causes depend on perfect causes while 
maintaining a kind of independence (that of the push with respect 
to the nature of the cylinder), so also quasi-causes depend on causes 
but manifest their autonomy whenever sense borrows the “genetic 
force” of paradoxical instances. Again, Deleuze forges a link 
between Chrysippean fatalism and dialectics. 

A little more discussion of Stoic compatibilism will be useful for 
considering on what grounds Deleuze eventually criticizes Stoicism, 
which I will do in more detail later. The cylinder analogy illustrates 
that Stoic responsibility resides in freedom from external physical 
compulsions, like sense-impressions, which are not genuinely 
necessitating. The Aristotelians criticized Stoic moral theory, and 
their criticism reveals a conflict between Stoic morality and the 
theory of fate that is, in my view, important for appreciating what 
Deleuze considers the downside of Stoicism. 

Alexander of Aphrodisias takes a dim view of Stoic 
compatibilism: the Stoics “deny that man has the freedom to choose 
between two contrary actions, and assert that what occurs through 
us [di’ hémon] is up to us [eph’ hemin]” (HP 862G, translation 
modified). To Alexander this looks like a contradiction. If we lack 
even the capacity to choose between two opposed options, then it 
seems wrong to say that anything is “up to us.” Yet, ta eph’ hémin, 
“things up to us,” is the Stoic ethical category par excellence. 
Chrysippus evidently thought that assent to sense-impressions was 
something prototypically up to us, or “in our power” (nostra in 
potestate). What Alexander finds odd is how being “up to us” for the 


Stoics does not imply an ability to choose voluntarily either to act 
or not to act at any given time. Aristotle’s competing construal of ta 
eph’ hemin describes an action as “up to us” when it is chosen in 
preference to an alternative (Eth. Nic. 1113b1-14; HP 861M). Stoic 
eph’hemin does not imply such voluntary spontaneity. So to 
Aristotelians it looks like the contingency Chrysippus promises as 
an alternative to Diodorus is far from radical. 

In fact, while maintaining that assent remains “up to us,” modally 
understood as minimally possible but non-necessary, the Stoics 
introduce several theoretical qualifications, limiting the scope of 
free action more dramatically. For instance, according to the Stoic 
doctrine of comprehensive representations (phantasiai kataleptike), it 
is possible to tell what sense-impressions are kataleptic on the basis 
of “a mark distinctive of true impressions” (Cicero, Acad. 2.33). 
That is, something about certain representations testify that they, in 
conformity with the “onto-logic” of truth, come “from what is” (to 
huparkhon) and authentically grasp the objects of which they are 
representations. In Chapter 2, I described how for the Stoics the 
kataleptic representation is related to the truth of propositions. Here 
I want to point out that the doctrine attenuates the negative 
freedom of assent which Chrysippus says is “up to us”: “when 
someone comprehends [kataleptically grasps] anything, they 
immediately assent [adsentitur statim]” (Cicero, Acad. 2.38). Charles 
Brittain translates the phrase “they assent automatically.” The gap 
between bodies and propositions, necessity and fate, seems to have 
virtually disappeared. 

The Stoic sage is the worst offender in this respect. Sage is he 
who never assents to what is false, that is, to non-kataleptic 
impressions (D.L. 7.121; Cicero, Acad. 2.57). In other words, a sage 
cannot choose not to assent to a kataleptic impression in virtue of 
his or her long-cultivated sagacity. Of course, the perfect, 
necessitating cause still lies within, in the sage’s nature or 
character, but the way it links up with the external, antecedent 
cause (which is in this case the kataléptiké phantasia) seems almost 
necessitating. On the one hand, the Stoics say that sensory 
representations are merely antecedent causes that don’t necessitate 
action (which is why non-sages err and assent to what is false), but 
on the other, the moral ideal embodying the best “use of 
representations” (Epictetus, Diss. 1.1.7-12) assents to a certain kind 
of true representation almost automatically. On my reading, 


Deleuze has more sympathy for the doctrine of fate as distinct from 
necessity than the authentically Stoic doctrine of the sage. Just as 
he diminishes the importance of the role of katalépsis in Stoic onto- 
logic, he will also downplay the characterization of the sage as an 
automatic assenter to the truth when he comes to discuss that 
figure. 


Non-conceptual and non-causal correspondences among 
events 


We can turn now to Deleuze’s second major claim about the De 
Fato: when Chrysippus “insists on the transformation of 
hypothetical propositions into conjunctives or disjunctives” he 
means to indicate that the relations among events are properly 
understood neither in terms of corporeal causality nor conceptual 
implication (LS 170). While the distinction between fate and 
necessity is intended to distinguish the “silent relations” among 
events from the causal relations among bodies, the importance of 
this second claim lies in distinguishing the relations among events 
from the relations among concepts—or in other words, the 
difference between sense and “signification.” Not everyone has 
perceived this distinction, Deleuze remarks: “commentators are 
certainly right to recall that the question here is not about a 
relation of physical consequence or of causality in the modern sense 
of the word. But they are perhaps wrong to see in [Stoic theories 
about the connections between events] a_ simple logical 
consequence in the form of identity” (LS 69). 

Sean Bowden (2011: 34-5) has argued that among Deleuze’s 
sources are passages in Diogenes Laertius (7.71-5) and Sextus 
Empiricus (PH 2.104-13). Here the Stoics are represented as taking 
conditionals to be the typical form of relation between propositions 
or events: 


For example, “If it is day, it is light.” This is true, 
since “Not: it is light,” the contrary of the 
consequent, conflicts with “it is day.” A false 
conditional is one the contrary of whose 
consequent does not conflict with its antecedent. 


For example, “If it is day, Dion is walking.” For 
“Not: Dion is walking” does not conflict with “It 
is day.” (D.L. 7.73) 


Bowden points out that Deleuze is interested in the verb “conflict” 
here (maxetai), and in the noun “cohesion” or “connectedness” 
(sunartésis) in the parallel passage in Sextus (PH 2.111), terms that 
characterize relationships between propositions = whose 
interpretation is not agreed upon (Bobzien 1998: 159). Deleuze 
interprets the conflict or cohesion between antecedent and 
consequent in Stoic hypotheticals as being entirely a matter of 
“signification.” For the exemplary conditionals “If it is day, it is 
light” and “If this woman has milk, she has given birth,” 


We can consider “being day” or “having given 
birth” as signifying properties of a higher type 
than those over which they preside (“being 
light,” “having milk”). The link between 
propositions cannot be reduced either to an 
analytic identity or to an empirical synthesis; 
rather it belongs to the domain of signification 
(LS 69). 


That is, it refers to the relation between propositions and general 
concepts. Recall that the Stoics thought that the antecedents in 
certain conditionals were “revelatory” of their consequents—that is, 
conceptually linked. Having milk conceptually, not just formally, 
implies, having given birth, or at least conceived. Therefore, 
denying one is tantamount to contradicting the other. Sextus reports 
that “those who introduce ‘cohesion’ say that a conditional is sound 
when the opposite of its consequent conflicts with its antecedent” 
(PH 2.111). As Deleuze puts it, in virtue of this conceptual 
cohesion, “contradiction may be engendered, not in the relation of a 
term to its opposite, but in relation of a term to the other term” (LS 
69)—if you haven’t given birth, then you don’t have milk. 

Putting propositions into relations by means of hypothetical 
statements reveals compatibilities and incompatibilities in terms of 


signification. Compatibilities of this kind are _ ultimately 
unsatisfactory for Deleuze’s purpose, since they provide only the 
“condition of truth,” which is a “form of possibility” rather than a 
condition of real genesis. It tells us nothing about the “truth” 
(genetic quality) of problems, which he identifies with sense. 
Rather, Deleuze is interested in compatibilities and incompatibilities 
between propositions in what he calls a structure, where a 
nonsensical or paradoxical element connects events in a manner 
“entirely different” from signification (LS 69). Thus, Deleuze later 
picks up on how in the De Fato “Chrysippus insists on the 
transformation of hypothetical propositions into conjunctives or 
disjunctives” (LS 170). 

Deleuze’s interpretation of Stoic conditionals invites an 
instructive contrast with Victor Caston’s interpretation of 
Chrysippus as a proto-analytic philosopher. According to Caston, in 
order to avoid hypostasizing dubious generic entities Chrysippus 
thought it necessary to analyze our ordinary way of speaking about 
concepts and develop a “logically hygienic paraphrase that shows 
its commitments perspicuously” (1999: 204). Such hygienic 
paraphrases specifically transform definitions into conditionals: for 
example, “man is a rational animal” becomes “if something is a 
man, then it is a rational animal” (S.E. M 11.8-11). Rather than 
implying that the generic entity “man” exists, this expression is 
committed only to the existence of particular somethings. Yet the 
conditional still does the logical work of a more ontologically 
robust concept, in that it describes relationships of conformity and 
non-conformity, contradiction and non-contradiction, among 
propositions. 

It is helpful to think of Deleuze as taking Caston’s analysis a step 
further. Deleuze points out that transforming definitions into 
conditionals is not the last propositional transformation Chrysippus 
advocates. He advises the Chaldean astrologers to rephrase their 
prophetic, conditional propositions in order for these predictions to 
conform to the Stoic theory of fate (Cicero, Fat. 15). Suppose an 
astrologer announces: “If anyone is born at the rising of the dog- 
star, then he or she will not die at sea,” an oracle that applies to 
some particular individual, say “Fabius” (Fat. 12). This prediction 
raises the classic questions about the necessity of true propositions 
concerning the future: if the relation between the antecedent (“If 
Fabius was born at the dawn of the dog-star”) and the consequent 


(“then he will not die at sea”) is really implication, and if the 
antecedent is necessary (it is true and will not become false that 
Fabius really was born then), then that would seem to convey 
necessity to the future proposition in the consequent (“Fabius, 
necessarily, will not die at sea”). As I’ve discussed, Chrysippus 
wants to resist necessitarianism about future propositions, but he 
doesn’t do so, as for example the Epicureans do, by discounting 
divination. Chrysippus reportedly held that “if it were not the case 
that everything is encompassed by fate, it would not be the case 
that the predictions of the seers are true” (HP §55P). Therefore, to 
prophets like the hypothetical Chaldeans he says, supposing the 
oracle is a true prophecy, it is in an unacceptable form. Astrologers 
must hygienically paraphrase their prophecies, transforming 
conditionals into negated conjunctions: 


they will not employ conditionals expressing 
their observations in the form “If anyone was 
born at the rising of the dogstar he will not die 
at sea,” but rather will say “It is not the case 
both that some person was born at the rising of 
the dogstar and that that person will die at sea.” 
(Cicero, Fat. 15, translation modified) 


Commentators infer that Chrysippus means for negated 
conjunctions of this kind to describe fateful but non-necessitating 
relations between events (Frede 1980; Bobzien 1998). Deleuze 
agrees, but he goes one step further. 

Caston depicts Chrysippus as moving from the level of denotative 
truth (where one asserts that there is such a thing as the generic 
entity “man” out in the world to which linguistic representations 
correspond) to the level of truth-conditionality. A conditional like 
“If something is a man then it has such-and-such properties” can be 
valid without committing anyone to the (denotative) assertion that 
there exists such a thing. Conceptually conditional relations also 
obtain in the case of entities that can be conceived without being 
real (S.E. M 9.49). For example, if something is a centaur, then it 
has the legs of a horse and the torso of a human. As Deleuze notes, 
hypotheticals are less concerned with denotative truth or actual 


existence than with its conditions of possibility (LS 18). Going 
further than Caston, therefore, Deleuze interprets Chrysippus as 
moving beyond even such conceptual conditionality. There are 
three levels at work, not two. There’s the level of onto-logical, 
denotative truth, exemplified in definitions implying existence, then 
there’s the level of semantic truth conditions and concepts, what 
Deleuze calls signification, and finally there’s the level of the 
relations among events themselves. This would be neither the truth 
of denotations nor the truth-values of significations, but the “truth” 
involved in the conjunctions among events. The injunction to 
transform a hypothetical into a negated conjunction shows Deleuze 
that Chrysippus was aware of this level, and that he used negated 
conjunctions, or perhaps disjunctions, to talk about the (quasi- 
causal) relations among events. 

Deleuze’s third claim about the De Fato is closely related to the 
second one. In fact, it spells out the consequences of the distinction 
between conceptual and “evental [événementielle]” incompatibility 
(LS 171). The claim is that Stoic astrology was “the first important 
attempt to establish a theory of alogical incompatibilities 
[incompatibilities that don’t have to do with concepts or 
signification] and noncausal correspondences [correspondences 
irreducible to relations among corporeal causes]” (LS 171). Such 
correspondences and incompatibilities obtain between effects and 
other effects, or events and other events. Their mutual interaction is 
quasi-causality. 

Although this allusion is staggeringly brief, there are good 
reasons for taking it seriously as an interpretation of the Stoics. 
Cicero reports that for the Stoics astrological divination means 
discerning the connections between events by means of certain 
“signs” (Latin: signa, Greek: sémeia); divination assumes that 
“certain signs precede certain events [certis rebus]” (Cicero, Div. 
1.118). Although Cicero identifies divinatory signs with bodies like 
cracks in animal livers and bird songs, such signs should be 
understood as predicates that come to be true of bodies, and thus a 
kind of lekta. The sign is not the liver itself or its cracks, but the 
event or fact that the liver is cracked. The same goes for astrological 
signs: it’s not the rising dog-star, but that the dog-star is rising, 
which is fatally significant. For the Stoics, grasping the future by 
means of such divinatory signs is explicitly distinct from 
understanding the relationships among causes proper: 


Since everything happens according to fate ... if 
there were some mortal who could perceive in 
his mind the connection of all causes [causarum 
omnium], surely nothing would be hidden from 
him. For whoever grasps the causes of future 
things necessarily grasps what will come to be. 
But since nobody can do so except god, it is left 
to humans to divine by means of certain signs 
disclosing what will follow. (Cicero, Div. 1.127, 
my translation) 


Since signs and future events are both incorporeal lekta, distinct 
from bodies and causes, it is not perverse to represent astrology and 
divination as the attempt to theorize a pure relation between them. 
The Stoics distinguished themselves from Chaldeans in another 
respect. The astrologers apparently thought that signs (predicates or 
lekta) were causally efficacious in the same way as corporeal causes 
(S.E. M 5.4-5; Plotinus, Enn. II 3.1). Long (1982) helpfully 
distinguishes between “hard” and “soft” astrology. Hard astrologers 
believe that the fact of a heavenly body’s motion is both sign and 
cause of human actions, but Stoic astrology is “soft,” since the 
Stoics suppose only that the motions of the stars are signs 
concerning future events and assign causality to another type of 
entity (bodies). In a passage that probably refers implicitly to the 
Stoics (Bobzien 1998: 166), Augustine contrasts those astrologers 
who say merely that the stars indicate (significant) human actions 
with those who say that the stars make (faciunt) human actions 
occur: “the [hard] astrologers do not usually say, for example, ‘Mars 
in this position indicates a murderer’, but ‘brings about a murderer’ 
[homicidam facit]” (De civ. D. V.1.191, 25-34). Such hard astrology 
represents a return not only to Plato’s view that propositional items 
are proper causes but also to precisely the kind of necessitation by 
means of propositions that Chrysippus wanted to avoid by 
rephrasing the Chaldean oracle. Note, however, that, although the 
Stoics tend to use the term “sign” to describe relationships among 
events (and Augustine even deploys the verb significare), these 
relationships are distinct from what Deleuze calls “signification.” 


Rather, the astrological signum is what Deleuze calls the “pure sign,” 
identified with “sense expressed as an event ... [which] emanates 
from nonsense as from the always displaced paradoxical instance” 
(LS 176). 

Before discussing Deleuze’s turn away from the Stoics, let me sum 
up and consolidate what I’ve said about quasi-causality. By this 
phrase Deleuze means the action of one event upon another, a 
relation among events from which relations among concepts and 
properly causal relations among bodies are in some sense derived. 
As an example, consider incorporeal transformations such as being 
awarded a professional qualification. These are, in one sense, the 
banal effects of bodily interactions. However, as events they exert a 
powerful influence on other events, such that other effects come to 
be truly predicated of other bodies. As an effect of corporeal causes, 
the predicate “is a doctor” or “is a licensed electrician” comes to be 
true of a person’s body. In turn, that body is a cause to other bodies 
(e.g., job applications) of further effects (such as being considered 
for employment). These effects are the proliferating senses of the 
name (whatever it is) that refers to the body. Although it is not 
genuinely causal, there is a causal-ish relationship between the first 
and second effect. Moreover, relations between events produce (or 
quasi-cause) relations among concepts (in some cases, they change 
what it’s appropriate to infer from propositions involving concepts) 
and relations among things denoted (bodies). The quasi-causal 
relation between the two effects changes what things in the world a 
name denotes. 

In this sense, as Clement of Alexandria noted, quasi-causality is 
the necessary condition, transcendentally required for run-of-the- 
mill causality. Yet sense is indeterminate, or as Deleuze says, 
animated by “paradoxical instances.” The realm of quasi-causal 
relations is the realm of stochastic or indeterminate compatibility 
and incompatibility among events prior to their articulation in 
terms of conceptuality or physical interaction. Stoic astrology offers 
examples of quasi-causality in action. Two events in the life of an 
individual body, named Fabius, are linked in a quasi-causal 
relation: the fact that he is born at the rising of Sirius is a sign of 
the fact that he will die on land. The idea is that the former 
exercises some influence on the latter, insofar as the first event is a 
non-causal condition on the occurrence of the latter. The idea that 
Fabius might, in fact, die at sea is not conceptually forbidden by the 


quasi-causal relationship between the two propositions, which the 
Stoics call fate. Nevertheless the two events are inconsistent, even 
though one cannot be understood as a negation of the other. 

When quasi-causality is construed in terms of sense, it can, I 
think, be understood as a way of describing the influence of 
historical accident. I agree with Jay Lampert that the first twenty- 
six sections of The Logic of Sense (those on what Deleuze calls “static 
genesis”) deploy the “notion of ‘strange objects’ [that is, paradoxical 
instances] ... to create a quasi-causal sense of history” (Lampert 
2006: 97), but I want to emphasize that the fundamental instance of 
such paradoxical strangeness is the proliferation of senses for any 
given reference (“Frege’s paradox”), which Deleuze thinks lies at 
the heart of the others. The various senses of a name like “Aristotle” 
are not related to one another by having the identity of a concept as 
their condition: “actual events capture and release senses that 
extend beyond their normal conditions” (Lampert 2006: 112). As 
Deleuze says, these senses are related by means of an element that 
is “unconditioned” in the sense of being aleatory, indeterminate like 
“thingamajig.” A fair paraphrase would be that the “unconditioned” 
precondition necessary to the occurrence of events is that they must 
occur in history. By linking what Chrysippus says about fate with an 
analysis of his use of paradoxes, Deleuze discovers that the Stoic 
idea that events are non-existent lekta implies a theory of the 
contingency of events. 


Affirming disjunctions: Against the Stoics 


Deleuze’s references to Stoic astrology tell us a lot about his 
ambitions for the philosophy of events defended in The Logic of 
Sense. The thrust of the distinctions between corporeal causality and 
evental quasi-causality and between conceptual and _ evental 
compatibilities is that the latter enable us to do something the 
former do not: to affirm divergences as divergent, disjunctions as 
disjunctive, rather than treating them as conceptual contradictions. 
The discussion of non-causal and non-conceptual relations 
between events emphasizes how such compatibilities and 
incompatibilities are not derived from the identity of a concept. 
Deleuze turns away from such analytic procedures and, inspired by 
Leibniz, distinguishes three sorts of synthesis: connective syntheses 
(conexa) that take the form of conditionals (“if ... then”), 


conjunctive syntheses (coniuncta) taking the form “both ... and,” 
and disjunctive syntheses (disiuncta), negations of the second sort 
(“not both,” “either ... or’) (LS 174). The first kind of synthesis 
captures the typical form of conceptual conditioning (or the 
dimension of signification) and describes the mechanism for 
constructing a single series. The second and third kinds, in contrast, 
apply to both relations between events and the convergence and 
divergence between multiple series. In these terms, Chrysippus’s 
rephrasing of the Chaldean prophecy is exemplary. It makes a 
mantic proposition in the form of a connective synthesis change into 
the form of a disjunctive synthesis of events: “Not both: Fabius is 
born at the dawn of the dog-star and Fabius will die at sea.” 

“The whole question,” Deleuze says, “is to know under what 
conditions the disjunction is a veritable synthesis, instead of being a 
procedure of analysis which is satisfied with the exclusion of 
predicates from one thing in virtue of the identity of its concept” 
(LS 174). Deleuze pays so much attention to Stoic fate because he 
hopes it may provide the conditions for affirming disjunctive 
syntheses in terms that are, crucially, non-conceptual. Stoic fatalism 
appears to be a theory of events that are all “positive,” since they 
are anterior to conceptuality and contradiction. Even disjunctive 
relations between events seem to be understood as genuinely 
synthetic. Only insofar as events are related to concepts, that is, 
subordinated to forms of identity, can they look like negations of 
some other proposition. 

But did the Stoics actually embrace this affirmation of 
divergence? Deleuze thinks, probably not. Although Stoic astrology 
was the “first important attempt to establish a theory of alogical 
incompatibilities and noncausal correspondences,” it was just an 
attempt. Almost immediately after praising the Stoics for their 
affirmative approach to disjunctive synthesis, Deleuze claims— 
basically without argument—that they “may not have been able to 
resist the double temptation of returning to the simple physical 
causality or to the logical contradiction.” That is, he accuses them 
of abandoning both of the critical features of their theory of events: 
the autonomy of quasi-causal interactions among events with 
respect to corporeal causality, on the one hand, and conceptual 
determination, on the other. The Stoics were not able to endure this 
genetic level, it seems, and capitulated. That’s why the “first 
theoretician of alogical incompatibilities” was not Chrysippus but 


Leibniz (LS 171), to whom Deleuze will continue to compare the 
Stoics throughout his career (cf. F. 53). The compatibility and 
incompatibility among co-fated pure events that the Stoics discuss 
in astrology is what Leibniz recognized in terms of the 
“compossibility” and “incompossibility” of worlds. For example, the 
predicates of being a king, of defeating Darius, and of dying at 
Babylon in 323 BCE are all possible predicates of what Leibniz calls 
a simple substance (in this case, the one named Alexander the 
Great), which are “compossible” with all the other events in our 
historical world. Inversely, the predicates of being the first man and 
of not sinning are “incompossible” predicates of Adam, since they 
conflict with other events such as Christ’s redemption of humanity 
(“Discourse on Metaphysics” §8; “To Arnauld,” July 14, 1686). 

To wrap up this discussion of Deleuze’s interpretation of Stoicism, 
I will discuss the comparison between the Stoics and Leibniz, and 
consider a couple of possible explanations for Deleuze’s abrupt 
criticism of Stoicism. 

According to Leibniz, substances have a “notion so complete that 
it is sufficient to contain and to allow us to deduce from it all the 
predicates of the subject to which this notion is attributed.” This 
means that they are independent of corporeal causality: “One 
particular substance never acts on another particular substance nor 
is acted upon by it” (“Discourse on Metaphysics” 88, §14). 
However, they don’t seem to be independent of conceptual 
entailment. Incompossibility, for example, is subject to the principle 
of non-contradiction (“Monadology” §31) and the compossibilities 
among predicates belonging to different simple substances, or 
monads, depend on those predicates being “contained in their 
concept” (“Discourse on Metaphysics” §8, 13). But just as he did 
with the Stoics, Deleuze wants to resist in Leibniz what he considers 
the conflation of events with concepts (LS 111): “‘compossible’ and 
‘incompossible’ cannot be reduced to the identical and the 
contradictory, which govern only the possible and the impossible” 
(LS 171). While (im)possibility is only conceptual (or has to do with 
already established laws of _ signification), for Deleuze 
(in)compossibility is preconceptual, a theory of events insofar as the 
event-propositions express a sense (rather than simply a 
signification). The relation in Leibniz between the propositions 
“Adam is a sinner” and “Christ redeems Adam’s sin” is a relation of 
sense between non-existent events in our maximally compossible 


world, analogous to the connection Frege recognizes between “born 
in Stagira” and “teacher of Plato” predicated of Aristotle. Deleuze’s 
reading of the Stoics maps onto his reading of Leibniz: Stoic 
confatalia and Leibnizian compossibles are related neither by 
causality proper nor by concepts, but rather manifest paralogical 
relations among propositions in the dimension called sense. 

Deleuze criticizes Leibniz, however, for introducing an ad hoc 
“theological exigency” to the relations among events, an artifice 
that makes the series of senses maximally convergent (LS 172). 
Before creation infinite worlds were abstractly possible, yet God 
chose only one world to actualize. The reason for this choice lies in 
the principle of a maximum compossibility of predicates among 
different simple substances (“Discourse on Metaphysics” 86, 
“Monadology” 855, 58, and “On the Ultimate Origination of 
Things”). For Deleuze, this means that Leibniz interpreted 
divergence or incompossibility as negative, rather than as an object 
of “affirmation as such” (LS 114, 172; Bowden 2011: 87). 

Because Deleuze wants to affirm divergence, he reads Leibniz 
against the grain by reinterpreting a specific small point in the 
correspondence with Arnauld. Leibniz argued that an individual 
concept, say Adam, rigorously includes everything that ever 
happens to that individual. His correspondent Amauld 
misunderstood him by assuming that some finite set of predicates 
would be enough to constitute an individual substance’s concept. 
Leibniz responds: “all human events can be deduced not simply by 
assuming the creation of a vague Adam,” that is, an Adam with a 
finite number of predicates. Finite concepts of “vague” substances 
are functions of our limited, human perspective, but God’s infinite 
understanding is sufficient to ascribe to Adam a “complete and 
determinate” concept, from which all events can be deduced (“To 
Arnauld,” May 1686). Now, Deleuze likes Leibnizian infinite 
analysis (as we shall see in later chapters), but he thinks that with 
the characterization of maximum compossibility as a regulative, 
theological ideal Leibniz misinterprets his own notion of 
compossibility, as if it were conceptual and governed by 
contradiction. So Deleuze embraces the “vague Adam” that Leibniz 
repudiates, and identifies it with the “object = x,” which he calls a 
“nomad” (rather than a “monad”) (LS 114, 345-6 n.4). Being only 
partially specified means that a nomad Adam is “common to a 
number of incompossible worlds” (Bowden 2011: 74). Again, as in 


the case of the Stoics, Deleuze considers these types of paradoxical 
instances the prerequisite condition for the hoped-for affirmation of 
divergence. The predicates applied to such “vague,” nomad persons, 
as Bowden explains, “are no longer the analytic predicates of 
individuals determined within a world ... They are rather predicates 
which define objects = x synthetically, and open different worlds 
and individualities to them as so many variables” (2011: 74). For 
this reason, Deleuze says that Leibniz’s recognition of the 
anteriority and originality of the event requires compossibility to be 
defined, in a new way, “at a pre-individual level” (LS 171). 
Relations between events are anterior to the infinite specification of 
predicates in an individual concept. 

The context in which Deleuze’s reading of the Stoics appears links 
together (1) the affirmation of divergence, (2) the priority of sense 
with respect to signification (or conceptuality), and (3) the 
necessity of a transcendental field, or “surface,” and _ the 
requirement of its being impersonal. 

I have already described how Deleuze thinks the Stoic to ti (in its 
two aspects, ontological and logical, as supreme genus and as 
paradoxical instance or “whatchamacallit”) provides evidence that 
they were interested in this transcendental field. Deleuze also 
suggests that the Stoic theories of causality and fate imply not only 
an interest in formal logic, but in “transcendental logic”: “The 
opposition between simple formal logic and transcendental logic 
cuts through the entire theory of sense” (LS 96). Even though Stoic 
events-effects are derived from and dependent upon corporeal 
causes, fate reveals that they possess relative autonomy and even 
genetic power with respect to propositions and states of affairs. 
While formal logic describes the first aspect of Stoic events (their 
being dependent and derived), the quasi-causal power of sense 
(animated by paradoxical instances) to generate other events, 
propositions, and states of affairs implies moving to transcendental 
logic. Deleuze’s reading of Leibniz is likewise transcendentally 
motivated: he “approached Leibniz from a resolutely post-Kantian 
point of view, returning to Leibniz in his attempt to redefine the 
nature of the transcendental field” (Smith 2009b: 44). 

Deleuze’s appreciation of the Stoic and Leibnizian theories of 
events reveals that the character of the transcendental field in 
question must be very carefully articulated. Deleuze admires in the 
Stoics, and their contemporary heirs the structuralists, the 


commitment to an “impersonal” transcendental field, in contrast to 
those like Kant and Husserl, who follow Leibniz’s own self- 
misinterpretation and describe the transcendental field in terms of a 
“personal consciousness or a subjective identity” (LS 99). Making 
the form of consciousness transcendental violates the requirement 
that the two sides of the metaphysical surface not resemble one 
another (cf. LS 25). If it is to avoid “resembling” that which it 
conditions, the transcendental field must be impersonal. It cannot 
have the form of a subjective identity (an ego), nor even of a 
Leibnizian individual notion (a monad); rather, it should take the 
form of a structure made up of at least two series, which are set in 
motion—that is, made to generate new terms—by a paradoxical 
element (like a nonsense word, sophism, or “nomad Adam”), now 
also. described as_ pre-individual. Deleuze summarizes this 
requirement for the transcendental field when he says, “the 
foundation can never resemble what it founds” (LS 99), since that 
would be to impose conditions that distort the picture of the 
relations between bodies, concepts, and events. We can see what he 
has in mind when we consider that such resemblance would imply a 
preexisting guarantee of how the occurrence should be in the 
absence of historical contingency, or how it should match up or 
conform or correspond with a transcendent model. Deleuze thinks 
this is a non-explanatory abstraction and fails to provide the 
genuinely genetic story he’s looking for. 

Comparing Deleuze’s attitudes toward the Stoics and Leibniz may 
help to explain why he finds Stoicism ultimately unsatisfactory. 
Bowden interprets Deleuze’s truncated criticism of Stoicism in terms 
of a renewed emphasis on the “body of Zeus” (corporeal or 
pneumatic causality) and the “mind of Zeus,” as a conceptual 
principle “anchoring the ‘determinations of signification’ and ... a 
strong principle of logical contradiction” (2011: 47). In other 
words, Deleuze criticizes the Stoics for a version of the “theological 
exigency” he finds objectionable in Leibniz. This replicated 
criticism, however, doesn’t have much to do with the Stoics 
themselves. I think it is more plausible to say that Deleuze takes 
exception not so much to the Stoic conception of Zeus but of the 
“sage.” 

Deleuze mainly characterizes the Stoic sage in ethical terms: the 
sage ““‘identifies’ with the quasi-cause” (LS 146). This means that his 
or her ethical goal is “not to be unworthy of what happens” to him 


or her, and not to resent the event’s occurrence (LS 149; Sellars 
2006). At first glance, this ethic bears some _ considerable 
resemblance to Stoic themes; Epictetus famously admonished his 
readers: “Do not seek events to happen as you want, but want 
events to happen as they do, and your life will go well” (Ench. 8). 
Nevertheless, on closer inspection, Deleuze’s sage is heterodox, not 
completely reconcilable with the Stoic figure as conventionally 
understood and characterized in extant texts, not least of all 
because, as Sellars points out, for Deleuze “the affirmation of the 
event is the affirmation of the aleatory event,” not the event 
providentially ordered by God or nature beforehand (2006: 167). 

The sage is the regulative ideal of the Stoic ethic that involves 
disciplining desire by means of cultivating a “cosmic perspective” 
(Goldschmidt 1953; Sellars 1999). This is the perspective that 
Marcus Aurelius fosters when he says to himself: 


How small a fraction of infinite and 
unfathomable time has been assigned to each 
one of us . ... And how small a part of universal 
substance, how small a part of universal soul. 
And how small is this clod of earth that you are 
creeping over when set against the earth as a 
whole. Bearing all this in mind, imagine nothing 
to be of any great moment apart from this, that 
you should act as your own nature directs, and 
endure whatever universal nature brings. (Med. 
12.32) 


This ideal morality of the sage would be the complete achievement 
of this perspective and seamless identification with the whole of 
“universal nature.” Many Stoic texts imply that such an 
accomplishment would be the result of recognizing what is really 
“in our power”’—assent to representations—and having the 
discipline never to assent to non-kataleptic ones (Cicero, Acad. 2.57, 
77; HP §41G). Because the sage sees things kataleptically, as they 
really are, she assents only to what is “in accordance with nature” 
(HP §63B), and thus experiences nothing contrary to her desire (HP 


865W) and even feels joy at how events have been fated to transpire 
(D.L. 7.115). 

Deleuze combines his discussion of the sage with the contrast 
between two “readings” of time, chronos and aidn (LS 162-8), which 
Sellars (2007a) has shown to be of dubious Stoic authenticity. What 
Deleuze calls chronos is a variably “vast present” (LS 161), capable, 
from the right perspective, of encompassing even the entire 
evolutionary cycle of the cosmos (LS 61). In his summary of 
Deleuze’s views on the Stoics, Bowden links this distinction to the 
notion of katalépsis in order to make Deleuze’s sage sound as 
orthodox as possible. He claims that, for Deleuze, the result of the 
sage’s epistemological  infallibility is a comprehensive 
representation (kataleptiké phantasia) of the “cosmic present” or 
“total ‘conjunctive’ cosmic order” (Bowden 2011: 38). But when 
Deleuze says that Stoic identifies with the quasi-cause, his point is 
that the sage’s comprehensive representations “envelop” something 
that they “cannot, strictly speaking, represent,” and his or her 
ethical posture consists of “living in accordance with the event 
which never finishes coming about” (2011: 42, 43). 

On my reading, Deleuze grasps that identifying with the quasi- 
cause is not the same as identifying with the total cosmic order. The 
latter, which may actually be the Stoic ideal, would be no better, 
from the point of view of Deleuze’s reading of Stoicism, than 
placing theological or subjectivist restrictions on the behavior of 
events. Identifying with the cosmic order makes the transcendental 
field into an avatar of the sage individual. Thus, Deleuze follows the 
heterodox Stoic Aristo of Chios by identifying the sage with an 
actor (LS 147, 150; D.L. 7.160; Porter 1996). Deleuze plays on the 
implied distinction between an actor whose character is a 
superficial effect and a non-actor whose character is a determinate 
inner nature, which is in turn isomorphic with the Stoic distinction 
between fate and necessity (necessity being the work of perfect or 
sunhektic causes, like character). Deleuze’s actor-sage does not, 
however, read from an already written script, but extemporizes. The 
defining feature of this figure lies in the idea that the actor’s 
present, far from being the “vast” present of the whole existent 
cosmos (chronos), is “the most narrow” (LS 150), the elusive 
“instant without thickness and without extension” (LS 164). This is 
the dimensionless line of aidn, which Deleuze explicitly identifies 
with the “paradoxical instance or the aleatory point, the nonsense 


of the surface and the quasi-cause” (LS 166). “The actor occupies 
the instant ... . This is how the Stoic sage ... comprehends and wills 
the event” (LS 147). 

Unlike a wise person who tries to see everything as it really, 
kataleptically is, from, so to speak, a God’s-eye view, the actor is 
“like an ‘anti-god’” (LS 150). If, as Marcus Aurelius and Epictetus 
imply, the goal of Stoic ethics is to see everything like God does 
(Med. 12.2; Ench. 15), and if, as Pierre Hadot puts it, “the Stoic sage 
is the equal of God,” since God is nothing other than the universal 
reason with which a sage identifies (1998: 76), then Deleuze’s sage 
is self-consciously meant to be something different. 

In fact I suspect, pace Bowden, that Deleuze makes the notion of 
the sage who sees everything as it is and identifies with the whole 
the basis of his criticism of Stoicism. This is the respect in which the 
Stoics limited themselves by personalizing the impersonal 
transcendental field. Just as Deleuze omits a consideration of Stoic 
katalépsis from his critique of the “truth of propositions,” the same 
doctrine, by which the orthodox sage is defined, is a casualty of 
Deleuze’s reworking of the figure. But it’s a loss Deleuze desires. 
Since the actor’s “use of appearances” has no substantial ground, he 
or she is far from the sage who identifies with the whole and whose 
epistemological infallibility underwrites the traditional onto-logic of 
Stoic semantics as well as the temptation to apply conceptual 
requirements, such as the law of contradiction, to relations among 
events. 


Deleuze’s Stoics 


The preceding three chapters offer an account of Stoicism as a 
theory of the quasi-causal relations among events. They explain and 
defend Deleuze’s construal of Stoic theory in The Logic of Sense and 
elsewhere and indicate when and where his appropriation of 
Stoicism is uncontroversial and where it is most creative. Given that 
Stoic physics provides an account of the relations among events 
distinct from both physical causality and conceptual entailment, 
Deleuze seeks to explain why events enjoy this form of autonomy 
with respect to bodies, despite the Stoics’ corporeal ontology, and 
with respect to concepts, despite their zest for logic. Events, he 
infers, borrow the characteristically unpredictable behavior of the 
paradoxical “floating” elements in the structure of language. This 


happens because the Stoics identify events with the senses of a 
proposition, and sense, from the dialectical perspective of both 
Stoicism and structuralism, is kept distinct from reference by a lack 
or incoherence between two series. Minimally, there are multiple 
senses of any given denotandum. 

If Deleuze’s appropriation of the Stoics were meant to help him 
articulate a fundamentally non-referential semantic theory—for 
example, a theory of the conditions under which it is appropriate to 
apply different truth-values—then the fact that the Stoic theory of 
meaning is not as “nonreferential” as he would like, as I argued in 
Chapter 2, would be devastating to his reading. Luckily, Deleuze is 
not interested in picking up a semantic theory from the Stoics but 
rather a theory about the “truth” of problems, their capacity to 
rouse thought from its dogmatic slumbers. He thinks the Stoics 
provide a theory of the productivity of events (sense) in relation to 
other events, dimensions of the proposition, and states of affairs in 
which they are embodied in the doctrines of fate and astrology. 

In Deleuze’s neo-Stoic fatalism, events are quasi-causally 
responsible for the occurrence of other events. Furthermore, such 
relations among events are animated by “paradoxical elements” or 
“floaters,” a concept Deleuze borrows from mid-century French 
structuralism but which he also sees anticipated in Frege’s “On 
Sense and Reference.” I argued that the best way to interpret this 
understanding of the relations among events independent of 
relations among bodies and concepts is as a theory of the influence 
of historical contingency on what happens. The various, 
proliferating senses of a reference (events that happen to a body) 
are not analytically inferable from one another. This pre- 
conceptual, subrepresentative relation among things that happen is 
the necessary precondition of there being conceptual relationships 
among concepts as well as causal relationships among bodies, to the 
extent that events produce concepts and denotations in their wake. 
In the conclusion of Chapter 3, I characterized the theory of 
“incorporeal transformations” as an example of such production. 
Since relations among events are a necessary precondition of other 
kinds of relationships (among bodies, among concepts) with which 
we are more familiar, Deleuze says the Stoic theories of the 
relationships among events (fate and astronomy) involve a 
“transcendental logic.” 

The Stoic ontological stemma—the division of reality into 


existent and non-existent things—means that relations between 
bodies and bodies (causality), bodies and names (denotation), and 
even propositions and concepts (in the hypothetical mode of 
implication) all require something as their condition. Deleuze thinks 
what they require is sense, a fourth propositional dimension, which 
ought actually to be identified with the “unconditioned,” as sense 
borrows the stochastic character of nonsense elements. The main 
difference between the three kinds of compatibilities and 
incompatibilities (corporeal, conceptual, and evental) revealed by 
Stoicism is that the first two are subjected to specific laws and rules 
of convergence, while the third is the closest approximation of the 
completely deregulated “ideal game” (LS 58-65). The Stoics 
perceive that the rule-bound relations among terms (corporeal 
causality and conceptual implication) transcendentally depend on 
non-rule-bound, historical relations between propositions in the 
dimension of sense. 

These conceptual innovations promise to allow the Stoics to do 
something that Deleuze thinks is unprecedented, namely, to affirm 
divergent events insofar as they diverge, rather than making 
divergent events conceptually exclusive of one another. Such 
affirmation treats divergent events as positive and indeed 
productive like “true” problems. The evidence for attributing this 
move to them lies in the account of Stoic astrology in Cicero’s De 
Fato, where Chrysippus says that astrologers ought to affirm even 
disjunctive events, rather than relate them conceptually to one 
another. But Deleuze thinks the Stoics didn’t completely live up to 
their promise. I suggested that this conclusion has to do with the 
doctrine of the Stoic sage, who is supposed to see everything as it 
really is, kataleptically, and identify with the whole of universal 
evolution. Such a figure reneges on the promise of offering an 
impersonal “transcendental field” in a way analogous to Deleuze’s 
criticism of how Leibnizian monads determine the form of this field 
as “subjective identity.” Thus Deleuze’s own claims about the sage, 
as an actor occupying the slender “instant” and identifying with the 
paradoxical instances as they arise, are hard to reconcile with the 
views of the historical Stoics about this figure, but purposefully so, 
since the sage is actually the source of Deleuze’s criticism of 
Stoicism. 

Rather than an analytic philosophy in which the relations among 
events derives from the preexistent identity of a concept, the Stoics 


promise a synthetic philosophy that shows how the identity of 
concepts themselves must be created or produced by preconceptual 
affiliations among multiplicities that don’t necessarily have 
anything in common. This distinction between analytic and 
synthetic philosophy runs through Deleuze’s work in the late 1960s. 
Elsewhere he praises the “synthetic method” of Spinoza, whose 
“constructive or genetic” ambition to relate all effects to their 
adequate idea in God leads him beyond the “analogical conception” 
of being (EP 155-67). Aristotle, to whom I now turn, has been in 
the background of this discussion of the Stoics. Unlike Stoic 
ontology, what Deleuze calls the “analogical conception” of being, 
widespread in the Aristotelian tradition, shuts down the interesting 
directions opened up by Plato’s Sophist on which the Stoics 
embroidered. 


5 


Aristotle: Analogy and Difference 


In contrast to his esteem for the Stoics and the Epicureans, whose 
systems provide positive models for the philosophy of events and 
problems Deleuze advocates, his attitude toward Aristotle is 
basically negative. Aristotle erred. In particular, his conception of 
difference and its pernicious influence have stymied attempts to 
develop a way of thinking where difference plays the primary role 
and not a merely ancillary one. 

Despite their almost polemical hostility, Deleuze’s readings of 
Aristotle’s metaphysics and biology are complex and perceptive. For 
instance, Deleuze argues that Aristotle’s conception of the equivocal 
application of the predicate being (to on), which he glosses as the 
theory of the “analogy of being,” must be understood within the 
context of Aristotle’s logico-biologico-metaphysical theory of 
generic difference, that is, the theory of differences between those 
self-identical conceptual sets known as genera (gené). But putting it 
in this context shows that Aristotle’s ambition to ground a science 
of “being qua being” on a central, organizing application of the 
equivocal predicate being fails. There is no such core sense among 
genera and hence there cannot be one for being. The insight here is 
not easy to perceive, primarily because Deleuze’s construal of 
Aristotle seems to collapse a crucial distinction between homonymy 
and analogy. We miss Deleuze’s subtlety and erudition, however, if 
we preemptively chastise him for collapsing this distinction without 
understanding his motives for doing so. 

Before we can understand and evaluate such subtle insights, 
Deleuze’s approach to Aristotle must be contextualized. As I said in 
Chapter 2, what Deleuze calls “events” are what Plato called 


“becomings.” Events (gignomena) are comings-to-be (geneseis). On 
this basis, the theory of events that Deleuze extracts from the Stoics 
in the context of logic and the philosophy of language can be 
translated back into the terms of the old, and perhaps more 
familiar, controversies about being and nature endemic to physics 
and metaphysics. 

Deleuze engages with these controversies in both Difference and 
Repetition and the roughly contemporary essay “Plato and the 
Simulacrum,” primarily by discussing Plato’s Sophist and Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics. Building on the account of the Sophist I outlined in 
Chapter 1, the next two chapters outline Deleuze’s reading of 
Aristotle’s philosophy of difference, which Deleuze calls 
“disastrous” for the history of philosophy (DR 32). It is a disaster 
because the theory of “homonymy” (homonumia) at its core is 
designed to provide a sophisticated mechanism for saving Plato’s 
intuition that philosophy should be in the business of “regulating” 
the usages of philosophically important terms, like “being”—that is, 
rescuing the methodology characteristic of “Platonism” that Deleuze 
says the Sophist made untenable. The Sophist affirmed (albeit in a 
disavowed way) the thought that “non-being that is in a sense” qua 
difference is positive, rather than negative (DR 63), while Aristotle’s 
philosophy of difference develops mechanisms for confirming the 
view that differences are always negative and relative to positive 
identities. After the giddy intoxication of the Sophist, Aristotelian 
philosophy sobers up (DI 101; DR 32, 59). 


Homonymy 


Like Plato, Aristotle is concerned about selecting philosophically 
among rival claimants. He identifies the role of the philosopher as 
distinguishing among meanings of critical terms (like being, unity, 
the good, etc.) and trying to assess which are correct and which can 
be joined together: for instance, “whether Socrates and Socrates 
seated are the same thing” (Metaph. 1004b1-4; cf. Ph. 185a21-6). 
And he has a new method of selection: a sophisticated theory of 
equivocation or homonymy (homonumia). In the Sophist Plato 
accepts, pace Parmenides, that non-being (to mé on) is equivocal or 
homonymous: there’s non-being that in no sense is and there’s non- 
being that is in a sense. Deleuze seizes on the identification of non- 
being that is in a sense with difference. Aristotle seizes on 


equivocation. He makes a method of homonymy, especially the 
homonymy of being (to on), the basis of his attempt to save what 
Deleuze calls “Platonism.” 

How does the method work? Aristotle distinguishes between 
synonymy and homonymy at the beginning of the Categories 
(1al-7). The distinction is based on a contrast between the name of 
a thing (onoma) and its definition, or as Aristotle puts it, the logos of 
its ousia, the “account of its substantial being.” Synonyms have the 
same name and the same account. For example, animal is 
synonymous in the sentences “a cat is an animal” and “a dog is an 
animal,” since the account of the dog’s animality—say, having a 
perceptive soul (De an. 413b1-4)—is the same as the account of the 
cat’s. Homonyms, by contrast, have the same name but a different 
account. For example, bank is a homonym since the word has at 
least two accounts: a place to deposit money and the slope next to a 
river (Shields 1999: 11). Aristotle treats being “homonymous” as 
equivalent to being “spoken many ways” (pollakhds legomenon), 
“plurivocal” or “multivocal” in contrast to “univocal” (Top. 
106a9-23; An. pr. 25a37-25b2, and 32a18-21; Ph. 186a25-186b12). 
But it’s important to note that homonymy is not merely a feature of 
historical languages. Homonyms are not just words but things 
(Ackrill 1963). The expression logos tés ousias covers both “senses of 
words and essences or real features of the world” (Shields 1999: 12 
n. 7). 

Aristotle’s exemplary homonym is healthy. It is said differently in 
“healthy food,” “healthy attitude,” and “healthy body,” because 
what it means for food to be healthy (perhaps, containing vitamins) 
is not the same as what it means for an attitude to be healthy 
(perhaps, looking on the bright side). Another of Aristotle’s most 
frequent examples brings the discussion into the context of the 
Platonic distinction between models and copies: Aristotle says that a 
man and a picture (of a man) are both animals homonymously (Cat. 
1a3; cf. Part. an. 640b35-641a1; De an. 412b19-22; Gen. an. 
734b25-27). 

In his study of homonymy in Aristotle, Christopher Shields aptly 
points out that Aristotle’s explanation of homonymy remains 
ambiguous as to the meaning of “different” in a phrase like “the 
name is the same but the accounts are different” (1999: 11). Does 
“different” here mean (1) that the accounts in question have 
nothing whatsoever in common, or (2) just that they don’t 


completely overlap? Shields calls (1) “discrete homonymy” and (2) 
“comprehensive.” This ambiguity is important, since it corresponds 
with the distinction in the Sophist between non-being in the 
(Parmenidean) sense of contrariety (enantidsis), where being and 
non-being are mutually impredicable and have nothing whatsoever 
in common, and non-being in the sense of different (or non- 
identical), where being and non-being do blend, and have 
“something in common” to the extent that they can be predicated of 
the same thing. Aristotle’s method of homonymy retreads the same 
conceptual territory as Plato’s discussion of “non-being that is in a 
sense” in a new way. Aristotle confirms it while discussing the 
homonymy of the predicate “being”: because of being’s homonymy 
“we say even of non-being that it is non-being” (Metaph. 
1003b9-10). 

Aristotle treats instances of discrete homonymy as limit cases of 
comprehensive homonymy. In the case of the homonym donkey 
(onos), which means both a kind of animal and a kind of machine (a 
pulley) (Top. 107a18-23), the two substantial accounts just happen 
to have nothing in common. Homonymy in this case, and in others 
like it (e.g., the homonymy of “dog,” which is both an animal and a 
star [Soph. el. 166a16]), should be understood as something like 
incidental or mere homonymy. When Aristotle speaks dismissively 
about homonymy (“x is not x, except homonymously [all’é 
homonum6s]”), he means homonymous in this mere sense (De an. 
412b11-14; Pol. 1253a20-25). These kinds of cases can be chalked 
up as historical accidents of language and are unlikely to illuminate 
anything about reality. Aristotle is not worried about them leading 
into serious philosophical confusion, since the equivocations 
involved are probably transparent to native speakers (Top. 
106a23-5). 

Not all homonymy is so innocuous, however. Sometimes it 
“creeps in without being noticed” (Top. 107b6-7). This insidiousness 
is especially characteristic of homonyms whose accounts overlap 
somewhat but not entirely, such as health, the exemplary 
comprehensive homonym (Top. 107b7-12; Metaph. 1003a35-b4). 
Being oblivious to homonyms can sometimes be a source of humor 
(Soph. el. 182b15-20), but it is usually a serious matter for 
philosophers when homonymy “elude[s] the most expert,” as when 
the homonymy of good eluded Plato (Eth. Nic. 1096a23-28) and 
when Parmenides overlooked the homonymy of being (Soph. el. 


182b25-28; cf. Ph. 186a24-32). 

Aristotle’s most interesting philosophical move in the post-Sophist 
intellectual climate is to argue that, despite the frequency of non- 
univocity among uses of philosophical concepts, certain among 
them are homonymous in a special way in that all the different 
substantial accounts associated with a name are linked together 
quasi-systematically. The idea is that different uses of certain terms 
are associated by being related to some core instance that focuses 
the homonym like a lens and makes the various instances of the 
homonym, so to speak, convergent. Although such convergence is 
not enough to make the homonym straightforwardly synonymous or 
univocal, it nonetheless gains some of the properties of a univocal 
predicate by approximation. Shields calls such homonyms “core- 
dependent” (1999: 38-9). 

A good example of a “core-dependent” comprehensive homonym 
in Aristotle is life. What it means to be alive (the logos tés ousias of 
“is alive”) is something different for animals and for plants (Top. 
148a26-31; De an. 413a30-b12). Accounting for a plant’s life 
involves referring to certain powers of the soul, such as the power 
to nourish itself autotrophically. Accounting for an animal’s life 
refers to different powers, of nourishing itself heterotrophically and 
of locomotion and perception. In his explanation of Aristotle’s views 
about life, Gareth Matthews (1992) makes Aristotle look very 
modern: “what it means to say that an organism is alive is that it 
can exercise at least one psychic [soul] power; that is, at least one 
of the powers that organisms of its species must, in general, be able 
to exercise for the species to survive” (1992: 191). But this 
explanation seems to unite the plurivocal, homonymous senses of 
being alive under one univocal sense: being alive means struggling to 
survive and reproduce. Shields points out (1999: 182) that to unify 
the plurivocal senses of alive so completely is a gesture quite alien 
to Aristotle’s method. Core-dependency is not reducible to 
univocity. 

In the case of core-dependent homonyms like life, Shields suggests 
proceeding in two steps. First, establish that the homonym in 
question is not covertly univocal. Shields establishes that life is not 
univocal for Aristotle, contra Matthews, by appealing to the life of 
god, for whom species survival is irrelevant (1999: 184-88; cf. 
Metaph.1072b24-30). Second, establish that the homonym is not so 
diffuse as to be a case of mere equivocity, where the homonym’s 


plural accounts fail to overlap at all. The appropriate core- 
dependent homonymous definition of life, for example, should pick 
out its focal meaning as “intentional system,” that is, a “system 
whose nature is accurately explained and reliably predicted by 
understanding it as engaging in certain forms of end-directed 
behaviour” (Shields 1999: 189; cf. Metaph. 1072b26-7). From 
intentional teleology of this kind we cannot infer directly to 
univocity because of the plurality of ends (god’s ends are different 
from human ends, animal and plant ends). Nevertheless, we can ask 
how successful such systems are in accomplishing their teloi. 
Because Aristotle charts a middle course here between univocity 
and mere homonymy, Shields considers life “an especially fruitful 
application of the method of homonymy” (1999: 194), able to 
account for the diversity of living things without falling into an 
excessively monolithic conception of univocal life or an excessively 
scattered conception where the accounts of different living things 
qua living have nothing in common. 
Aristotle also considers being a core-dependent homonym: 


Being [to on] is said in many senses [legetai 
pollakhos], but they are related to one core 
sense, one definite nature [pros hen kai mian tina 
phusin], and are not homonymous [i.e., not 
merely homonymous]. Everything which is 
healthy is related to health, one thing in the 
sense that it preserves health, another in the 
sense that it is a symptom of health [etc.]. ... So, 
too, being is said in many senses, but all in 
relation to one starting-point [mian arkhén]; 
some things are said to be because they are 
substances [ousiai], others because they are 
affections of substance, others because they are a 
process toward substance [etc.]. ... As, then, 
there is one science which deals with all healthy 
things, the same applies in other cases also. For 


not only in the case of things said according to 
one sense [ton kath’hen legomendn] does the 
investigation belong to one science, but also in 
the case of things which are said in relation to 
one nature [t0n pros mian legomenon phusin]; for 
even these are, in a sense, said according to one 
sense [legontai kath’hen]. It is clear then that it is 
the work of one science also to study all things 
that are, qua being. (Metaph. 1003a33-b18, 
translation modified) 


G.E.L. Owen (1960) influentially claimed that Aristotle’s 
recognition of a core sense or “focal meaning” of being caused him 
to change his mind about the science of being qua being. Early on, 
Aristotle had doubts about the possibility of such a science on 
account of its plurivocal subject matter, but he later became more 
optimistic about its prospects. In this passage, Aristotle seems to say 
that the discovery that being is a core-dependent homonym like life, 
and not just a mere homonym, means that a science of being is 
possible, even though there is no univocal sense of the predicate 
being. Such an absence entails that there can’t be a Form or idea of 
being, if this case is similar to the good—‘“things are called good 
both in the category of substance and in that of quality and in that 
of relation [etc.] ... so that there could not be a common Idea set 
over all these goods. Further, ... things are said to be good in as 
many ways as they are said to be” (Eth. Nic. 109619-24)—but the 
lack of an idea doesn’t preclude scientific study: “For there to be 
forms or some one thing apart from the many is not necessary if 
there is to be demonstration; however, for it to be true to say that 
one thing holds of many is necessary” (An. post. 77a4-6). 

Shields considers Aristotle’s account of the core-dependent 
homonymy of being considerably less successful than his account of 
life. If core-dependent homonymy must pass two checks—that the 
predicate in question is not a covert synonym and that it is not a 
mere homonym—then Shields thinks Aristotle falls at the first 
hurdle. Aristotle does not, and indeed cannot, pass the first check 
and demonstrate that being is non-univocal (1999: 220). Since 


talking about the core-dependent homonymy of being is Aristotle’s 
way of talking about “non-being that is in a sense,” and hence 
talking about difference in the way that the Sophist does and that 
Deleuze likes, Aristotle’s failure to establish this homonymy should 
have big consequences. This is a decisive moment, not just for 
Aristotle, but, as Deleuze would put it, for the whole history of the 
philosophy of difference. Aristotle’s application of his often fruitful 
method of homonymy to the discussion of being, coupled with the 
failure to establish the core-dependent homonymy of being, 
prevents him from being able to pursue the philosophy of difference 
in the manner Plato does, and a fortiori prevents him from making 
any advance on Plato in that area. It also forces Aristotle into the 
position of having to discuss difference on other bases in a way 
that, as we shall see, Deleuze considers regressive. 

Why do Aristotle’s arguments fail to establish the non-univocity 
of being? Shields interrogates five proposed approaches to 
establishing it, finding them all wanting, before outlining a general 
problem that purports to show not only that Aristotle doesn’t prove 
the non-univocity of being but also that he cannot (1999: 225-26, 
260-65). For my purposes it suffices to perceive the general 
problem. 

Commentators on Aristotle’s Metaphysics like to supply what the 
focal sense of ontological homonymy might be. Top candidates 
include (1) substance as the category on which all the others 
ontically depend (cf. Cat. 2a33-2b6; Metaph. 1028a29-35), (2) 
incorporeal or separated substance, that is, the being of god, and 
(3) the doctrine of the categories itself as a formalization of 
irreducible ontological plurality. There is good reason for taking 
any of these three as the basis of ontological homonymy: (1) seems 
to be heavily implied by the passage quoted and what follows 
(Metaph. 1003a33-b18); (2) makes sense because if the science of 
being qua being deals chiefly with what is primary (Metaph. 
1003b15) and what is universal (1025b9-10), then its focal object 
ought to be divine being, which Aristotle says is “universal in this 
way, because it is first” (1026a30-1); and (3) seems like a natural 
conclusion given the way Aristotle himself often directly infers from 
the doctrine of the categories to the plurivocity and even 
homonymy of being, for example in the passage quoted from the 
Nicomachean Ethics (cf. also Metaph. 1017a22-30). 

The general problem with ontological homonymy in Aristotle 


bears on (1), the thesis that substance is the core sense of being 
because the category upon which all the others depend for their 
existence. The trouble is that Aristotle accepts two seemingly 
inconsistent general rules: on the one hand, (a) that “non- 
synonymous things are all incommensurable” (Ph. 248b7), and on 
the other, (b) that beings are always commensurable qua beings. 
The first principle (a) appears to be derived from the insight that 
it’s nonsensical to compare homonyms in terms of their homonymy. 
For instance, in the case of a discrete homonym, it’s nonsensical to 
ask what is harder, a desk or a math problem, or in the case of a 
comprehensive (indeed, core-dependent) homonym, to ask what is 
healthier, a person or her workout. Aristotle probably holds (b) 
because he accepts a “degrees-of-reality hypothesis” about beings 
(Shields 1999: 264). Some entities are more existent, or more real, 
than others: while substance exists primarily, or is most real, the 
category of relation is the least real, or the least “in being” (Metaph. 
1088a22-25, 29-34; Eth. Nic. 1096a20-22). If Aristotle accepts some 
version of such a hierarchy of ontic dependencies (which there is 
overwhelming evidence that he does), then beings must be 
comparable in terms of their being. Therefore, according to (a), 
beings cannot not be synonyms. How could Aristotle hope to 
establish their homonymy? 

To put this argument another way, although substances and 
qualities or relations are incommensurable to the extent that 
substance and relation have different accounts (logoi), this is not 
homonymy since they also have different names. The being of 
substance is, however, comparable to the being of relation in terms 
of being. There are certainly distinct kinds of existents, just not 
distinct kinds of existence. The upshot is that Aristotle simply cannot 
establish that being is anything other than univocal without giving 
up one of his favorite metaphysical theses, either the degrees of 
reality of the categories or the ontic dependency of other categories 
on substance. 


Deleuze’s misreading of Aristotle 


There is a neat parallel between Deleuze and Shields. Deleuze also 
recognizes the important role of core-dependent homonymy in 
Aristotle, although not in the same terms. In Aristotle, to say that a 
term is homonymous is to say it is plurivocal, or “said in many 


senses,” without necessarily reducing it to mere equivocity, as if the 
homonym’s divergent accounts had nothing in common. 
Homonymy is, thus, the proper contrast class to univocity, “being 
said in one and the same sense,” a term which modern expositors 
owe to Aristotle’s medieval interpreters. In Aristotle, synonyms are 
univocal and homonyms plurivocal. Deleuze recognizes the 
important role of core-dependent homonymy in Aristotle, but he 
dubiously claims that Aristotle’s emphasis on core-dependent 
homonymy and plurivocity, especially the plurivocity of being, 
commits him to assigning an important role to analogy (DR 33). 
Deleuze proceeds as if the theory of homonymy and the theory of 
analogy were equivalent or interchangeable. If he supposes that 
homonymy and analogy are equivalent, then this would explain 
why he feels entitled to contrast “the analogy of being” (the thesis 
that being is said in analogous senses of different things) with his 
key notion of the univocity of being (DR 36). 

In fact, there’s a serious problem with Deleuze’s construal of 
Aristotle’s doctrine of being. Although Aristotle does use the term 
analogia and has a well worked-out theory of analogy, he never uses 
it to denote core-dependent homonymy such as we supposedly find 
with being (Aubenque 1978). Aristotle sometimes even contrasts 
homonymy and analogy: for example, in his discussion of the 
multiple senses of goodness (Eth. Nic. 1096b27-28). Pierre Aubenque 
argued in Le probléme de l’étre chez Aristote (1962) that it was a 
misinterpretation pure and simple, however widespread and 
influential, to link Aristotle’s treatments of homonymy and analogy 
(1962: 198-206). Yet Deleuze’s interpretation of Aristotle appears 
to be predicated on this dubious linkage to the extent that he 
conflates the analogy and the homonymy of being. If this reading of 
Aristotle is a misreading, a possibility which I want to entertain, 
then it becomes unclear how much of Deleuze’s positive account of 
the univocity of being will remain plausible. It is hard to grant 
everything Deleuze wants if it turns out there’s a problem with his 
motivating polemic. 

So what’s the properly Aristotelian difference between analogy 
and homonymy? Aristotelian analogy is best explicated alongside 
the doctrines of homonymy and synonymy in terms of the relations 
between genos (genus or kind) and eidos (species or form) and 
among gené and eidé. Without defining the terms genos and eidos 
except in a completely relative and schematic way—a genos is a set 


of eide—we can relate synonymy, homonymy, and analogy thus: 


1) Eidé within a single genos x are related 
synonymously in terms of x. In other words, 
among such synonyms, x is univocal or “said in 
one sense.” For example, dogs and cats (eidé of 
the genos animal) are synonymously animals. 

2) Eidé which have the same name, y, are 
related homonymously in the absence of a 
common genos. For example, being is not a genus 
(Soph. el. 172a14-15), so the various senses of 
the predicate “being” are homonymous 
(discretely, comprehensively or core- 
dependently). 

3) Gené among’ themselves are _ not 
subordinated to any higher generic unity. That 
is, they don’t repeat the eidos—genos relation 
(where a genos is a set of eidé) on a higher level. 
Because there is no “supergenus” to which gené 
are subordinated, they are related to one another 
only by analogy in terms of their properties. For 
instance, Aristotle says that biological gené, such 
as fish and birds, are related in terms of their 
defining parts by analogy: birds’ feathers and 
fishes’ scales are analogous (Part. an. 644a16; cf. 
653b35 and Hist. an. 486b17). 


Recall that the putatively core-dependent homonymy of being 
refers to the notion of unity, or oneness: Aristotle calls the focally 
organized homonymy of being “pros hen” homonymy, meaning 
approximating unity or, literally, “toward oneness” (Metaph. 
1003a33-34). Elsewhere, he distinguishes between different sorts of 
unity, different ways in which things can be said to be “one.” Some 
things are “one in genus” (hen kata genos), when the same 


“categorical schema” (skhéma tés katégorias) applies to them. Others 
are one “in form” (kat’eidos) in virtue of having the same account or 
definition (logos). Still others are “one by analogy” (hen 
kat’analogian), when they are related “as a third thing is to a fourth” 
(Metaph. 1016b33-5). In what sense of hen are core-dependent 
homonyms approximately one? While both oneness in form and in 
genus imply synonymy (the former explicitly in this passage, the 
latter, based on the balance of evidence elsewhere), unity by 
analogy appears not to do so. Aubenque (1978: 4) argues that 
analogia in Aristotle always recalls mathematical proportionality 
(e.g., 3:4) even when metaphorically transferred to proportional 
relationships between different logoi (cf. Eth. Nic. 1131a31-2). 
However we understand this suggestion, it is evident that unity by 
analogy obtains between non-synonymous things where there is no 
shared logos. So is it the hen characteristic of pros hen homonyms? 
Probably not. Unity by analogy is not only distinct from unity in 
genus (synonymy) but also from the “unity” (in scare-quotes) 
characteristic of core-dependent homonyms. Elsewhere, Aristotle 
explicitly distinguishes between unity proper and “unity” pros hen. 
He comments that being and unity (on and hen) are not universals 
(which is to say, genera) since they only possess oneness in a 
certain sense, either as a consequence of their tending toward unity 
(pros hen) or their touching or being in contact with it (ephexés) 
(Metaph. 1005a6-11). Tendency toward unity, which Aubenque 
calls “unity of convergence” (1978: 5 n.7), is only quasi-unity. 
While unity kata genos is unity in virtue of falling under a 
substantial definition, so called “unity pros hen” is only “unity” in 
virtue of approximating, which is to say failing to achieve, it. 
Although both analogical unity and “unity” pros hen obtain in the 
absence of a shared genos, they are not identical. Hen kat’analogian 
means unifying things with nothing in common by thinking in 
terms of proportions. It is, as Aubenque puts it, the weakest form of 
unity (1978: 5), entailed by the more robust kinds but entailing 
none of them (Metaph. 1017a1-2). But it is still unity. Pros hen 
means approximating unification without achieving it. It is not 
properly speaking unity at all. Yet it is the latter that Aristotle relies 
on most to help him sort through the most serious philosophical 
controversies. Homonymous quasi-unity, not analogical unity, 
underwrites the science that studies “being qua being.” At first 
glance, Deleuze’s notion of the “analogy of being” appears 


misleading. 

Two questions arise. First, why is the confusion of analogy and 
(pros hen) homonymy so widespread in general? Second, why does 
Deleuze in particular contrast analogy and univocity? 

Answering the first question is relatively straightforward. In his 
commentary on the Metaphysics, Thomas Aquinas glosses Aristotle’s 
plurivocity of being, on the one hand (accurately) as a middle road 
between univocity and mere equivocity, and on the other 
(inaccurately) as a theory of analogy (In Met. 11.3.2197). Aquinas 
explicates ontological plurivocity in Aristotle by making reference 
to “different modes of relating” (diversi modi relationis) to a 
predicate (here, being). Elsewhere he calls the different modes of 
relation in question “conditions” (habitudines) (In Met. 4.1.535). 
Aubenque points out that these ways of construing, indeed 
hypostasizing, the things to which a predicate is applied bear 
witness to a clandestine theory of the “unequal aptitude to be 
related to substance” (1978: 8), here understood as incorporeal or 
divine substance. He also points out the parallels between Aquinas’s 
reading of Aristotle and Aquinas’s own theory, in De ente et essentia, 
according to which every finite, particular being (ens) participates 
in infinite, universal being (esse) in proportion to the essence proper 
to that particular being (1978: 9). Aquinas construes the essence of 
a given entity as a limitation, inversely proportional to its 
perfection, of a capacity to bear a given predicate. He appears to 
rely on a principle according to which predicates are received by 
the recipient according to the recipient’s mode of being (receptum 
est in recipiente per modum recipientis) (ST Ia, q.84, a.1, corpus; cf. In 
Met. A.10.158), which he claims to have derived from Plato (In Met. 
A.10.167) but in all likelihood learned from the Neoplatonists 
(Hankey 2002). The aim of Aquinas’s construal of modes of relation 
to being is probably to ensure the transcendence of divine substance 
(God) by restricting what terms it is appropriate to predicate of it 
and to respect the “ultimately infinite distance between the anterior 
and the derivative” (Aubenque 1978: 10). 

These Neoplatonic and Christian concerns also explain the 
distinction between two kinds of analogy to which Deleuze alludes 
(DR 309; cf. Aquinas, De veritate q.2, a.11, resp.; cf. q.3, a.1, ad.7): 
analogy of proportion (proportio), which describes, for instance, the 
proportional relationship between quantities such as 2:1 (“two is 
twice one”) and analogy of proportionality (proportionalitas), which 


is a kind of second-order proportion, evident for example in the 
relation 2:1::4:2 (“two is to one as four is to two”). This second kind 
of analogy is not a relation between manners of being (modi or 
habitudines) but a relation between proportions themselves. 
According to Aquinas, only the latter is appropriate in talking about 
God. It is incoherent to say both that a human is intelligent and that 
God is intelligent (even if one says God is more intelligent, a million 
times as intelligent), since this is to obscure the genuine infinity of 
the difference between creator and creature. Better to say 
something like: a human’s intelligence is to his essence as God’s 
intelligence is to His essence. As Aquinas puts it, in another succinct 
Latin motto: finiti ad infinitum nulla est proportio, between the finite 
and the infinite there is no proportion (ST Ia, q.105, a.8, arg.2; cf. 
Montagnes 2004: 75-6). But there is proportionality. When Aquinas 
reads Aristotelian ontology as predicated on a theory of analogy 
(which is always proportional and mathematical) rather than a 
theory of homonymy (which is not), it is in order to minimize its 
dissimilarity to Thomistic ontotheology (Aubenque 1978: 12). 

It would be possible to answer the second question—why Deleuze 
contrasts analogy, and not homonymy, with univocity—quickly but 
partially by conceding that he reads Aristotle through the lens of 
Aquinas and the Neoplatonists. There is certainly some evidence to 
support this thesis: for instance, he refers to Porphyry’s Isagogé and 
the twentieth-century Thomist Joseph Gredt to explain Aristotle’s 
views (DR 308, nn. 2, 3). But I think there is also a deeper and 
more interesting reason why Deleuze defends the conflation of 
analogy and homonymy. To see it, we need to take a closer look, as 
Deleuze does, at Aristotle’s explicit discussion of difference 
(diaphora). 


Diaphora and heteron 


Deleuze observes that for Aristotle difference always means 
difference between forms within a common kind (DR 30). Aristotle 
conceptualizes and speaks of differences as relative to identities, in 
terms of which the differences are articulated. For example, 
differences among species of birds are relative to the nature 
common to all birds (Part. an. 644b2-3). As he puts it, differences 
always differ “in something else” rather than “in themselves” 
(Metaph. 1057b35). This is the case, supposedly, at various levels of 


expansiveness: differences differ “in genus when they are 
differences in species, in species for differences in number, or even 
‘in being, according to the analogy’ for differences in genus” (DR 
30). It’s possible that Deleuze’s is making oblique reference to 
Metaph. 1016b33-1017a2 on different kinds of unity. The point 
would be that Aristotelian differences are only said to be in relation 
to a generic unity (hen) that they presuppose. Even though there is 
a distinction between species in a genus and genera (like birds and 
fish) related to one another by analogy (since such genera are not 
themselves species of some supergenus), for Aristotle both “unity in 
genus” and the “unity of analogy” are types of unity, even if the 
latter is relatively weak. 

But Deleuze’s phrase, that genera are unified to the extent that 
they differ “in being, according to the analogy,” seems to collapse 
the subtler distinction between the relations among senses of being 
and the relations among distinct genera. If being is supposed to be a 
core-dependent homonym (meaning that its senses are not unified 
by a genus that makes them synonymous or univocal but organized 
by relation to a focal sense), then it is incorrect to say that being is 
a unity by analogy (hen kat’analogian). Unlike relations among 
distinct genera, which can indeed be unified by analogy, Aristotle 
says that different senses of being exhibit approximate or quasi- 
unity (pros hen). 

These cases are close but importantly distinct. It’s true that 
neither senses of being nor genera among themselves form a kind or 
genus, but Deleuze seems to have been misled by this similarity. 
How can we make the distinction more disernable? Perhaps we 
ought to distinguish between the (non-generic) relations among 
senses of being and the (non-generic) relations among distinct 
genera in the same way as Plato distinguishes between contrariety 
(enantidsis) and otherness (to heteron), or Shields between “discrete” 
and “core-dependent” homonyms. On the one hand, genera among 
themselves are like Plato’s contraries or Shields’s discrete 
homonyms; they have nothing in common. On the other hand, 
being’s senses overlap, though not completely, and there is some 
focal sense of being shared by all of them (although Shields thinks 
Aristotle cannot support this contention in the case of being). The 
implication would be that only mere equivocals (like discrete 
homonyms) are unifiable by analogy. 

An uncharitable reader might say that Deleuze’s use of the 


obscure phrase “in being, according to the analogy,” whose origin is 
unclear, begs the question whether being is analogous by assuming 
that genera are unified in being in his argument about analogy. In 
fact, my view is that Deleuze is more aware of the subtleties of 
Aristotle’s arguments about the homonymy of being than he may 
seem. 

I will explain why I think so in the next section. First, I want to 
situate Deleuze’s interpretation of Aristotle’s doctrine of difference 
in the context of his appreciation of Plato. Aristotle’s construal of 
difference as “in something else,” that is, as relative to something in 
terms of which differences are comparable, is particularly resonant 
when we consider that his word diaphora, translated by Deleuze as 
“difference,” is usually translated differentia in the logical treatises. 
Aristotelian differentiae are said relative to kinds or gené, in which 
capacity they are crucial for generating scientific definitions. As any 
logician before the late nineteenth century could tell you, the 
definition of x (finding the logos of the essence of x) is accomplished 
by isolating the appropriate genus and differentiae (An. post. 
96b25). For example, cow as the object of a scientific demonstration 
is correctly explained by isolating the appropriate kind (“horned 
animal”) and specifying essential differentiae (“the possession of a 
third stomach and only one row of teeth”) (An. post. 98a14-19). 
Scientifically, differentiae are differences relative to a kind. This is 
the regime of what Deleuze calls “specific difference,” difference 
among species (eideé). 

Another way to say difference is “in something else” that Aristotle 
licenses is to distinguish between the words “difference” (diaphora) 
and “otherness” (heterotés). While “difference” applies to things that 
are said relative to a higher-order identity such as the unity of a 
genus, genera themselves are, among themselves, merely “other” 
(heteron) (Metaph. 1054b23-30; 1055a26-7). That’s because gené 
“have no way to one another, but are too far distinct and are 
incommensurable” (Metaph. 1055a6-7). Deleuze is aware of this 
terminological peculiarity, noting that in Aristotle, “Difference in 
general is distinguished from diversity or otherness” (DR 30). It is 
hard to say much about the “otherness” that obtains between 
genera, since genera are incomparable or incommensurable. But 
Aristotle says a lot about “difference” within the genus. 

For one thing, he claims that contrariety (enantidsis) is the 
“greatest” (megisté) or “complete” (teleios) intra-generic diaphora 


(Metaph. 1055a5, 10), and Deleuze makes much of this view (DR 
30-1). To claim that the greatest difference within a genus is 
contrariety is to say that predicates remain comparable even when 
being taken all the way to the limit of their mutual negation. Take 
the genos color. Although it admits of various named and unnamed 
intermediate hues, black and white are the intra-generic contraries 
of color, because the fullest expression of difference within that 
genus (Cat. 12a1-19). Some commentators think Aristotle treats 
contrariety as “complete” difference within a genus because it 
totally actualizes the potential of a given genus for intrinsic 
difference (Pellegrin 1987: 320; Furth 1988: 246). If Aristotle treats 
contrariety within a genus as complete actuality, after a fashion, 
then he must consider contrariety a condition of generation and 
coming-to-be (Metaph. 1055a8). As he puts it, coming-to-be “starts 
from” contraries (Metaph. 1055b13), probably because intra-generic 
contraries preemptively limit the extent to which individual 
comings-to-be can come to be different. If difference weren’t 
bounded by generic identities in terms of which difference is 
uniquely said, coming-to-be and generation would be a kind of 
wandering, aimless process, and therefore inexplicable. 

Deleuze thinks that such hostility toward inexplicable 
differentiation encapsulates Aristotle’s attitude toward Plato’s 
method of talking about difference, in the Sophist for example (DR 
59-60). Plato’s dialogue produces a concept of difference (to heteron 
as one of the “great kinds”) in the attempt to find a true definition 
of the sophist by means of division (a paradoxical definition, as it 
happens, of the false claimant as such). Aristotle criticizes Plato’s 
method of division on the basis that it is unscientific; it doesn’t 
conform to Aristotle’s standards of theoretical science, which 
proceeds by demonstration (apodeixis), crucially understood as 
operating by means of deductions or syllogisms (An. post. 
71b18-20). Whatever necessity Plato’s conclusions putatively 
possess is undermined by the unscientific arbitrariness of his 
method of division. 

How, according to Aristotle, is demonstrative scientific 
knowledge guaranteed? To begin with, a demonstration productive 
of scientific knowledge (epistémé) is a way of understanding the 
cause of whatever is under examination. For instance, knowledge of 
thunder should be presented in a statement about the cause of 
thunder: thunder is noise due to fire being extinguished in the 


clouds (An. post. 94a4-9; cf. 90a14-15). A demonstration to this 
effect must be a valid argument from true premises that are “prior” 
to the conclusion (An. post. 71b21-22), and the premises must either 
be, or be deducible from, first principles (An. post. 86a13-15; cf. 
Metaph. 1013a14-16). Aristotle also says that premises, as well as 
being prior, are amesa, “unmiddled” (An. post. 71b20), a term 
usually translated, correctly if misleadingly, as “immediate.” Such 
premises have not been demonstrated, and indeed are not 
demonstrable, since any demonstration, as a deduction or syllogism, 
involves middle terms (An. post. 72b18-24). By “middles” Aristotle 
means terms present in the premises of a deduction but absent from 
its conclusion. For instance, “human” is the middle term in the 
syllogism “All humans are mortal; Socrates is human; therefore 
Socrates is mortal.” Middles do a lot of work in Aristotle, as the lack 
of a properly explanatory middle term entails a false inference. 

The important thing, then, about Aristotelian demonstration 
(apodeixis) is that it requires premises or first principles that are 
known by some means other than demonstration. Exactly how they 
are supposed to be known is controversial. Aristotle devotes the last 
chapter of the Posterior Analytics to considering how primary, 
unmiddled truths come to be known. He argues that they are not 
innate but acquired through perceptual experience and memory on 
the basis of our capacity for recognizing universals after a particular 
has been repeated a sufficient number of times (100a13-14). In the 
Topics, Aristotle offers another possible explanation and advocates 
drawing premises from endoxa, the respected opinions “held by all 
or by most men or by the philosophers, that is, by all, or most, or 
the most notable of them” (Top. 105a35-b1). Given that they are 
known, one way of ensuring the truth of premises or first principles 
is to identify them with definitions (horismoi), defined as accounts 
(logoi) that “signify the what-it-is-to-be [to ti én einai]” (Top. 102a3). 
Aristotle’s Latin commentators rendered this little phrase essentia. 
So a definition is an “account of the essence of a thing.” Making 
definitions premises seems a likely approach, since Aristotle does 
indicate that definitions are indemonstrable in the way that 
premises are supposed to be (An. post. 92a5), and at least one way 
of understanding definition is as the “indemonstrable formula” 
(logos anapodeiktos) of essence (An. post. 94a11; cf. 90b24). 

The link between definition and scientific knowledge is key to 
Aristotle’s criticism of Plato’s method of division. Aristotle seems to 


accept a method of isolating definitions by means of division quite 
similar to Plato’s (An. post. 96b25), but to think that Plato did 
something wrong (An. pr. 46a33-5). Plato failed to pay the required 
attention to middles. When it comes to sorting out “accounts of 
essence,” Aristotle thinks that isolating essence is inseparable from 
isolating middle terms in their definitional demonstrations (An. post. 
90al1-2, 5-6, 35). The natural inference, which Deleuze makes, is 
that the weakness of Plato’s deductions by division lies in their lack 
of a truly explanatory middle term (DR 59; cf. An. pr. 46a31-2). The 
lack of the correct middle terms in the definition of the sophist 
means that Plato has failed to isolate an account of its real essence: 
“when conclusions are drawn without their appropriate middles, 
the alleged necessity by which the inference follows from the 
premises is open to question as to the reasons for it : 
[D]lefinitions reached by division invite the same question” (An. 
post. 91b37-9, G. R. G. Mure translation). Aristotle thinks that Plato 
has no systematic way of giving the “reasons for” his divisions. 
Hence, there is no way of guaranteeing that they proceed by way of 
essential features and not by accidental ones (kata sumbebékos) 
(Metaph. 1038a25-29; Balme 1987a: 71). 

The lack of sufficient reasons for divisions, however, is something 
that Deleuze likes about Plato. The point of departure for division in 
Plato is not a distinct conceptual identity like a genus, but an 
“undifferentiated logical matter” or an “indefinite representing 
multiplicity” (DR 60). Plato starts with “Pure difference, the pure 
concept of difference, not difference mediated within the concept in 
general,” even though “the goal of the method of division is 
selection among rivals” (DR 60). Take, for example, the way the 
Sophist initially characterizes the sophist as an expert in acquisition, 
a category of expertise divided into acquisition on land (hunting) 
and at sea (angling), with a view to defining sophistry as “an art of 
acquisition, animal hunting, on land, hunting of tame animals 
(humans), hunting by persuasion ... of rich, prominent young men” 
(Soph. 223b). This is not the dialogue’s conclusive definition of the 
sophist. The point to notice is just that here there are seemingly no 
rules to the procedure, no restrictions as to what division comes 
next. The “logical matter” that division takes up is not previously 
differentiated. Aristotle expressly criticizes these middle terms, 
“wild” and “tame,” as not indicating an essential difference of 
subject matter for precisely this reason (Part. an. 642b-643b). As 


Deleuze puts it, Aristotle requires division conform to the standards 
of specification, the determination of species as if it were the 
“opposite of generalisation” (DR 59). Aristotle imposes rules on 
division, introduces requirements about definitions and middles in 
the service of stipulations about the relations between forms and 
genera. Because of the lack of such requirements in Plato, Deleuze 
contends that in tracking down the definition of the sophist (and 
the concept of difference this effort produces), “The Idea has 
therefore not yet chosen to relate difference to the identity of a 
concept in general.” Plato’s method of division “has not yet given 
up hope of finding a pure concept of difference in itself’ (DR 59). 
This hope has, however, been abandoned in Aristotle: “Aristotle 
indeed saw what is irreplaceable in Platonism, [namely, the non- 
subordination of division to pre-given conceptual identities] even 
though he made it precisely the basis of a criticism of Plato” (DR 
59). 

Deleuze considers the shift from Plato’s conception of to heteron 
in the Sophist to Aristotle’s conception of diaphora a decisive one. 
There is a shift from an (at least implicitly) absolute to an “entirely 
relative” conception of the greatest difference (DR 31). Expectations 
about the potential of difference, or the extremes of which 
difference is capable, have totally changed. Aristotle’s difference is 
always mediated by being localized “in something.” Difference is 
therefore only said relative to a genus with an identity and 
identifying attributes, formalized in an essence or, in Deleuze’s 
preferred expression, a concept (DR 30, 32). The intoxicating 
immediacy (“unmiddledness”) of difference that held sway in Plato 
is lost, and we accept with Aristotle a “confusion disastrous for the 
entire philosophy of difference” (DR 32). 


Deleuze’s reading vindicated 


Let’s return to Deleuze’s questionable claim that for Aristotle not 
only do differences of species (eidé) differ relative to a genos, in 
terms of which they are said univocally, but also that differences in 
genus differ “in being, according to the analogy” (DR 30). I 
mentioned that this formulation seems to ignore the fine distinction 
between the relations among different senses of what it is “to be” 
and the relations among distinct genera, or, at least, to imply that 
Deleuze has been misled by their common trait of not being 


subordinated to a generic unity. Surprisingly, Deleuze compares the 
relativity of eidé to a conceptually identical genos and the relativity 
of gené to being, despite all the differences between these two cases, 
not least of which is that eidé are said univocally of a genos while 
gené are supposedly said non-univocally of being. In fact, the 
passage indicates that the relativity of difference is relevantly 
similar in the cases of (A) differences within a genus (which 
Deleuze calls the framework of “specific difference”), (B) different 
senses of what it means “to be,” and (C) differences unified by 
analogy (which must be differences between genera, or “generic 
difference”). 

Deleuze could avoid the charge that he ignores the contrast 
between differences within a genus (specific difference) and 
differences among genera in being (generic difference) if he simply 
thought that Aristotle had failed to make his case that being is not a 
genus. If being were a genus, if Aristotle had no choice but to 
embrace the view that being is univocal, then generic difference 
would be unproblematically like specific. But the thrust of the 
entire discussion of Aristotle in Difference and Repetition is that his 
conception of being is antithetical to univocity. So Deleuze carefully 
points out that Aristotle does indeed have a proof for the claim that 
being is not a genus, and he describes how it relies on an “argument 
borrowed from the nature of specific difference” (DR 32). 

That is, according to Deleuze, Aristotle’s argument for the non- 
univocity of being (at Metaph. 998b20-27) presupposes his 
particular views about the relations between gené, eidé, and 
diaphorai. Its crux is the stipulation that “it is not possible for the 
genus taken apart from its species ... to be predicated of its proper 
differentiae” (998b24-5). Suppose being were a genus. Then 
consider an eidos of being, say, color, and imagine (simplifying for 
the sake of argument) that its proper, constitutive differentia is that 
colors are visible. Now, Aristotle thinks that colors exist or are and 
also their visibility exists or is. Both can be understood as the 
existence of quality (cf. Top. 144a20-22). But if both color (an eidos 
of being) and visibility (a differentia of being) exist—if specific 
differences are—then the supposed genos (being) has been directly 
predicated of both its species and its differentia in a way that is 
usually not possible. For example, in the parallel case of the genos 
animal, the eidos man, and the specific differentia “rational,” it is 
illicit to say both that “man is an animal” and “rational is an 


animal” (DR 32). Being cannot therefore be a genus. 

So what is the best sense we can make of Deleuze’s 
interpretation? The first thing to note is that Deleuze does not 
simply steamroll all the niceties of Aristotle’s distinctions. For 
example, he recognizes the distinction between B- and A-type 
differences (different senses of being and different species in a 
genus) in clarifying his views about how they are related. Even 
though being is not a genos, Deleuze says, it still possesses an 
identity, and it still has a kind of “concept”: 


An identical or common concept still subsists [in 
the case of being], albeit in a very peculiar 
manner. This concept of being is not collective, 
like a genus in relation to its species, but only 
distributive and hierarchical: it has no content in 
itself, only a content in proportion to the 
formally different terms of which it is 
predicated. (DR 33) 


To put it otherwise, Deleuze thinks that there are two kinds of 
conceptual identity operative in Aristotle. To pick them out he 
employs the semantic or grammatical distinction between collective 
and distributive. Take a sentence like “Ancient Greek philosophers 
engaged in dialogue.” It is ambiguous between two construals of the 
noun phrase, one “collective” construal where “ancient Greek 
philosophers” refers to a set of entities and one “distributive” where 
the phrase refers to the entities in the set severally. Either all the 
philosophers were collectively engaging in dialogue together or 
each one on his own engaged in dialogue with different non- 
philosophers. 

Deleuze says there is a “collective” kind of identity in Aristotle, 
the identity of the generic concept manifest in the univocity of the 
terms subsumed by the genus: for example, cats, dogs, and horses 
are all animals. But there is also, he says, a second, “distributive” 
kind of identity at work in Aristotle’s thinking, apparently peculiar 
to the concept of being: every entity is a being—without that 
implying that being is a genos. Although the collective-distributive 
distinction may seem to be foreign to Aristotle, Deleuze implies that 


it maps directly on to Aristotle’s own equivocating about identity in 
distinguishing between “unity in genus” and “unity by analogy.” 
The “distributive” identity of being is an effect of analogy (DR 33). 

So Deleuze recognizes that Aristotelian ontological difference, the 
non-univocity of being (type B), is not specific difference (type A). 
That is, it is not a matter of the “collective” identity of a generic 
concept uniting beings. Because being is not a genus, Aristotle’s 
well worked-out manner of speaking about specific difference 
cannot apply to it. Deleuze says, you’d think this strange 
consequence of the theory according to which difference is always 
relative to something would “lead towards an absolute concept [of 
difference], once liberated from the condition which made 
difference an entirely relative maximum” (DR 33). That is, Aristotle 
ought to conclude that because his criticism of Plato’s method of 
division doesn’t help with the science of being qua being, in 
metaphysics we are forced back into the Platonic intoxication of 
unmiddled difference. But such a liberation or absolutization of 
difference does not occur. Aristotle must stop it from happening by 
treating the applications of the predicate “is” on the already 
established model of generic difference (i.e., heterotés, the difference 
or “otherness” between genera), which would in turn entail treating 
the applications of the predicate “is” in terms of analogy. 

If ’'m right, then Deleuze’s criticisms of Aristotle’s conception of 
difference are sometimes misunderstood by Deleuze’s own 
commentators. The critique of the “analogy of being” in Aristotle 
has less to do with Aristotle’s conception of intra-generic difference 
(diaphora) and more to do with Aristotle’s conception of “otherness” 
(heterotés), the difference between genera. It cannot be properly 
understood within the framework of “specific difference,” as 
Flaxman (2011) and Smith (2001: 175-76), for instance, suggest it 
can. Rather, Deleuze’s criticisms must be placed within the 
framework of what he calls “generic difference.” It is actually 
Aristotle’s views about differences in the absence of a superordinate 
form of identity that Deleuze finds most disastrous. This important 
point has probably been obscured by the translation of both 
diaphora and heterotés as “difference.” 

This brings me to the most important feature of Deleuze’s reading 
of Aristotle. Distributive identity is, by hypothesis, the one that 
pertains to being, but if it is identical to unity by analogy then it 
also obtains between different genera. I think, far from failing to 


0 


recognize the distinction between the non-generic relations among 
senses of being and the non-generic relations among distinct genera 
(B- and C-type differences), Deleuze is positively arguing that the two 
cases are indiscernible in Aristotle. 

After introducing the distinction between collective and 
distributive identity and claiming that distributive identity applies 
to what Aristotle says about being and is another way of saying 
“unity by analogy,” Deleuze inserts a long and illuminating footnote 
(DR 33, 308 n.5). The note reads like (and I suspect is) a response 
to Aubenque’s diagnosis that Aristotle has been persistently 
misinterpreted as advancing a theory of the “analogy of being” 
when in fact he advances a theory of being’s homonymy. 
Aubenque’s Le probléme de l’étre appeared in France in 1962, and it 
is plausible that Deleuze read it or was at least aware of it, given 
the resonances between Aubenque’s book and this note. In it 
Deleuze directly addresses how Aristotle considers being a core- 
dependent homonym: 


We know that Aristotle himself did not speak of 
analogy with regard to being. He determined the 
categories [of being] as pros hen and no doubt 
also as ephexés (these are the two cases, apart 
from pure equivocity, where there is “difference” 
without a common genus). (DR 308) 


The invocation of pros hen and ephexés quasi-unities is probably a 
reference to Metaph. 1005a10-11 (discussed above), where Aristotle 
contrasts a dubious universal or generic sense of “being” and “one” 
with a more probable interpretation in terms of focally connected 
homonymy. Deleuze then explains what he understands the 
interpretation of being as “pros hen” to mean: 


The pros hen [terms related homonymously by 
focal connection] are said in relation to a unique 
term. This [focal meaning] is like a common 
sense, but this common sense is not a genus, for 
it forms only a distributive unity (implicit and 


confused), not a collective, explicit and distinct 
unity such as we find with genera. (DR 308-9) 


There are two things to say about this passage. First, Deleuze calls 
the pros hen character of different senses of being a “distributive 
unity,” whereas it is, strictly speaking, not a unity at all but an 
approximation of unity that approaches close enough that it can 
sustain the sort of scientific investigation normally restricted to 
unified genera. Second, and more momentously, Deleuze says that 
the core-dependent homonymous character of being is distributive 
and that the synonymous sense of items in a genus is collective in 
precisely the same way that he said in the main text that the 
conceptual identity of being is distributive while the conceptual 
identity of a genus is collective. There is no difference between 
Deleuze’s assessment of pros hen homonymy and his assessment of 
the conditions in which being can be said to be unified by analogy. 

Uncharitably, we could say about this supposedly explanatory 
note that it amplifies the conflation of homonymy and analogy, or 
smuggles in assumptions derived from Aristotle’s medieval 
interpreters. Perhaps Deleuze is wrong about Aristotle but right 
about Thomas Aquinas. If that were so, however, then why would 
Deleuze feel compelled to include this note at all, which exhibits an 
added, crucial, layer of Aristotelian erudition? Charitably, on the 
other hand, we could read the note (as I think we should) as 
enhancing the claims made in the main text. 

In the main text, Deleuze has just suggested that Aristotle himself 
lacks the conceptual resources to prevent ontological differences 
(different accounts of being, different meanings of what it is to be) 
from being treated in the same way as differences between genera. 
It has to be unity by analogy because unity in genos doesn’t do it. 
The fact that the note treats homonymy and analogy identically 
implies that Deleuze thinks Aristotle failed to establish the pros hen 
homonymy of being, which, had he succeeded, would prevent the 
doctrine of being from collapsing into the otherness of what has 
nothing in common. 

Let’s recap. Deleuze clearly recognizes the contrast between (A- 
type) differences within a univocal genus and (C-type) differences 
in the absence of a genus. He says both kinds of difference are 
relative, the first to “collective” identity, the second “distributive.” 


In the main text, Deleuze continues that Aristotle’s theory of 
analogy is a theory of the distributive identity between genera. In 
the footnote, he adds that pros hen homonymy is a theory of the 
distributive identity among different senses of being. Switching 
collective for distributive identities like this doesn’t improve the 
prospects for a philosophy of difference. In both cases differences 
are still internal to something—in the case of collective identity a 
genus, in the case of distributive identity a “representation” or a 
“judgment” (DR 34). 

A critic might respond that Deleuze is misrepresenting Aristotle. 
Homonymy doesn’t involve identity or unity at all. Rather it is an 
approximation of unity, a quasi-unity, which nevertheless fails to 
achieve it. My response is that, if for Deleuze pros hen homonymy is 
basically the same as analogy, it is because he finds the notion of 
such quasi-unity unconvincing. The quasi-unity of core-dependent 
homonymy depends on there being a core sense of the homonym. If 
Deleuze thinks the Aristotelian doctrine of the homonymy of being 
is no better than, or collapses into, an analogical conception of 
being, it must be because he thinks Aristotle doesn’t establish that 
there is such a core sense of being because there is no core sense 
among genera. 

Deleuze’s argument, therefore, anticipates that of Shields, even 
though Deleuze’s reasons for thinking Aristotle fails to establish the 
core-dependent homonymy of being are different. Shields proposes 
that an appropriate proof of pros hen homonymy should proceed in 
two steps: first, establish that the homonym in question is not 
covertly univocal, then establish that it is not so diffuse as to be 
merely equivocal. While Shields thinks Aristotle can’t even establish 
the first step, Deleuze grants it to Aristotle. Because a genus can’t be 
directly predicated of its differentiae, being cannot be a genus and 
cannot, therefore, be univocal. On Deleuze’s reading, Aristotle falls 
at the second hurdle. He can’t demonstrate that the equivocity of 
being has a core sense, because he is forced to treat being on the 
model of heterotés, otherness, such as we find among genera, and 
there is no core sense among distinct genera. As Deleuze puts it, 
being is a kind of (distributive) identity that is “implicit and 
confused,” not focally organized. Of course, Aristotelian being is not 
a synonym because being is not a genus. The only remaining option 
is that it is a mere homonym, a purely equivocal term, more akin to 
what Shields calls a “discrete” homonym like bank in English or 


donkey in Greek than a focally organized homonym like life or 
health. And this is, in fact, what Deleuze finds so disturbing about 
Aristotle. 

The best interpretation of Deleuze’s position is also the most 
interesting. He thinks the distinction collapses between the (non- 
generic) relations among senses of being and the (non-generic) 
relations among distinct genera because he appreciates the 
implication that Aristotle’s being is more like a discrete than a core- 
dependent homonym. Being is more equivocal than Aristotle wants 
to admit (it fails the comprehensive homonymy check). Therefore, 
the relationship between different applications of the predicate 
being is more like the relationship between different genera 
(heterotés) than between different species within a genus (diaphora). 
Surprisingly, this means that applications of the predicate being can 
in fact be unified in a “unity by analogy” accomplished in 
representation. As Aristotle says, when you have genera with 
nothing in common the relations that obtain between them are 
analogies. 

All that said, Deleuze doesn’t conclusively demonstrate that being 
has no core sense. He even sometimes talks as if he thinks there is 
one; for example, when he calls Aristotelian substance the “first 
sense” of being (DR 309). It is, however, what he would have to 
demonstrate in order for his argument about Aristotle to succeed 
completely. Consequently, Deleuze’s reading of Aristotle is much 
trickier than most commentators perceive, and is, as it stands, not 
entirely successful. 


The univocity of being 


So Deleuze says there are two types of identity, and two types of 
conceptual unity, operative in Aristotle: the synonymous identity of 
eidé within a genos, and the merely equivocal identity of genera in 
being, which has to be treated, if it is going to be treated at all, as 
analogical. The danger with analogy, Deleuze says, is that it tries to 
restore something like synonymy or a purely relative account of 
difference at another level. There’s “a certain complicity between 
generic and specific differences (despite their difference in kind)” 
(DR 38). Specifically, unity by analogy is accomplished in 
judgment, an operation of representation that subordinates 
difference to identity: “Analogy is itself the analogue of identity 


within judgment. Analogy is the essence of judgment” (DR 33). 
Deleuze therefore contrasts the Aristotelian conception of being, as 
something said in many equivocal senses but unified by analogies in 
representation, with the thesis that “being is univocal” (DR 35) 
drawn from Duns Scotus and developed by Spinoza and Nietzsche 
(DR 39-41). 

As is well known, in Difference and Repetition Deleuze undertakes 
the quasi-Platonic project of developing a concept of pure 
difference, “difference in itself.” On my reading, it’s a reworking of 
the Sophist’s ambition to give a true account of the “false pretender 
as such.” The notion of “difference in itself” is meant to correct the 
faults of the tradition of thinking about difference that treats it as a 
function of identity, a fall away from, or defect of, the identical, of 
which Aristotle’s analogical conception is typical. The project of a 
“philosophy of difference,” Deleuze says, is to rescue difference 
from its “maledictory state” (DR 29). 

The problem with treating different senses of what it means “to 
be” by means of analogy is that it makes the entire ontological 
problem relative to the conventions or idiosyncrasies of human 
judgments and representations. Treating applications of the 
predicate “being” in terms of analogies between different senses of 
“to be” presupposes that we already understand, or have concepts 
ready-made for, these different manners of being—for example, 
categories like space and time, relation, position, quality and 
quantity, substance and accidents. This is too bad. Judged analogies 
and represented likenesses take for granted static “concepts,” forms 
of identity within representation, and “categories” as representative 
conventions ennobled into eternal verities: 


Analogy is the essence of judgment, but the 
analogy within judgment is the analogy of the 
identity of concepts. That is why we cannot 
expect that generic or categorical difference, any 
more than specific difference, will deliver us to a 
proper concept of difference. (DR 33) 


In other words, thinking about being in terms of analogies between 
senses of what it means “to be” is not conducive to rethinking 


difference, liberating it from its maledictory inheritance and its 
impotent relativity to identity. In contrast, Deleuze expects that 
what he calls univocity will deliver us to a proper concept of 
difference. Univocity is the tool for conceiving of being such that it 
is “truly disengaged from any subordination in relation to the 
identity of representation” (DR 66). As Michel Foucault puts it, 
univocity is “the principal condition which permits difference to 
escape the domination of identity” (1977: 172). This is because 


The essential in univocity is not that Being is 
said in a single and same sense, but that it is 
said, in a single and same sense, of all its 
individuating modalities, but these modalities 
are not the same . ... The essence of univocal 
being is to include individuating differences, 
while these differences do not have the same 
essence and do not change the essence of being 
—just as white includes various intensities, 
while remaining essentially the same white. 
There are not two “paths,” as Parmenides’ poem 
suggests, but a single “voice” of Being which 
includes all its modes. (DR 36) 


Being is like white light that contains all the intensities of color as 
intrinsic modes. That is, given univocity, difference is only 
conceivable in terms of degrees of power or intensity: “The 
expression ‘difference of intensity’ is a tautology. Intensity is the 
form of difference . ... Every intensity is differentiated, [is] by itself 
a difference” (DR 222). Just as he takes the term “univocity” from 
Duns Scotus, Deleuze also borrows this conception of intrinsic 
difference within being, which does not imply plurivocity, as well 
as its link to intensity, from Scotus’s notion of “modal distinction” 
(Duffy 2006c: 100-03; cf. King 2003: 25-6). According to this 
picture, individual beings would then be something like “degrees of 
power” of univocal being. If that’s so, then, as Daniel W. Smith puts 
it, we can “no longer ask what the essence of a thing is ... but 
rather what its affective capacities are, since the power of an 


existing individual is expressed in a certain capacity for being 
affected” (2001: 178)—a decisive shift in philosophical thinking 
away from Aristotle. 

The critical discourse on univocity in Deleuze is extensive, and I 
have only a little to add. Above all, I think it is crucial to see that 
even though the term “univocity” is language developed by 
Aristotle’s interpreters to talk about synonymy and diaphora, 
Deleuzian univocity is not Aristotelian univocity. It would only 
seem that way in the absence of carefully disambiguating “specific 
difference” (difference between species within a genus) and 
“generic difference” (difference between genera that have nothing 
in common), or in Aristotle’s terminology between diaphora and 
heterotés. Based on the above account of Deleuze’s reading of 
Aristotle, we are now in a position to see that when Deleuze 
mentions the “individuating differences or intrinsic modalities” of 
univocal being he does not mean differences in the sense of 
diaphora (Aristotle’s individuating differentia). Rather, he means 
differences in the sense of heterotés—differences that really have 
nothing in common or that aren’t relative to a form of identity like 
a genus—which Aristotle recognized only in the case of differences 
between genera. This is what it means when Deleuze says “Being is 
the same for all these modalities, but these modalities are not the 
same” (DR 36). 

Deleuze’s argument for the univocity of being against Aristotle is 
that saying being univocally of the genuinely, outright other 
(heterotés), without resorting to domesticating analogies, is 
tantamount to saying being “of difference itself’ (DR 36), rather 
than making differences merely negative, relative or internal to 
identity. The reason is because Aristotle just defines heterotés as 
difference without shared identity. This represents a radicalization 
of Plato’s discussion of to heteron in the Sophist, which he identified 
with non-being that is in a sense, and which Deleuze identifies with 
the “being of the problematic” (DR 63). If univocity means saying 
being of heterotés itself, it requires embracing the thesis that Plato 
found unpalatable: difference is not a misfortune that befalls being, 
“it is being which is Difference” (DR 39). Moreover, saying being of 
difference itself releases difference from a subordination to relation 
and identity, and is, in turn, prefatory to developing a “concept of 
difference” (Deleuze’s ambition), instead of resting content with the 
“inscription of difference within concepts in general” (Aristotle’s 


failure). 

In particular, developing a concept of difference means showing 
how difference is not the mere absence of determination, but 
fundamentally the operation or cause of determination (DR 28, 32). 
Deleuze’s task in the remainder of Difference and Repetition will be 
to show the determining character of difference using conceptual 
resources drawn from the most consistently anti-Aristotelian school 
of ancient Greek philosophy, the Epicureans. This will be my topic 
in Chapters 7 and 8. Before that, however, I consider the connection 
between Aristotle’s metaphysics and his natural philosophy. 
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Aristotle: Nature and Individuation 


In the last chapter I argued that Deleuze’s oft-misunderstood 
criticism of the “analogy of being” amounts to the view that 
Aristotle is forced to treat applications of the predicate “being” on 
the model of the relations between distinct genera. That’s because 
Deleuze thinks the argument for the pros hen homonymy of being in 
the Metaphysics (1003a33-b18) reduces to the same “distributive” 
identity in judgment that characterizes Aristotle’s “unity of 
analogy” (hen kat’analogian). The former is just the latter in other 
clothes. Deleuze is unpersuaded by the core-dependent homonymy 
of being, and in particular unpersuaded that the distinction between 
analogy and homonymy amounts to anything in this case. Worse, 
all this metaphysical innovation represents a big step back from 
Plato’s unleashing of to heteron as “non-being that is in a sense” 
unrestricted by Aristotle’s requirement that the method of division 
conform to the constraints of conventional representation, encoded 
in the rules of scientific demonstration (apodeixis) and authoritative 
opinion (endoxa). Still, Deleuze does adapt from Aristotle the 
conception of heterotés as having nothing in common, which 
Aristotle had tried to domesticate by saying that what is genuinely 
other (for him, genera) is unified by analogies in judgment. 

Against Aristotle’s strategy of domesticating difference by means 
of analogy, Deleuze positions himself in league with a 
countertradition advocating the “univocity” of being. By this word, 
Deleuze does not mean what medieval interpreters of Aristotle did 
—roughly, synonymy or the subordination of species to a common 
genus. The clearest statement of the difference between Aristotelian 
univocity and Deleuzian comes when Deleuze says that, while 


Aristotelian univocity (say, of species in a genus) was “collective” 
and unity by analogy (of genera in a representation) “distributive,” 
what he himself means by univocity is also distributive but not in the 
way analogy is (DR 36-7). Analogy is distributive such that it 
preserves principles (arkhai) of distribution. These principles are not 
those inhering in the identity of the genus but are rather artifacts of 
representation. Deleuze criticizes Aristotle for accommodating 
differences between genera to the preferences of the “Greek eye” 
(DR 32), but he also points out that the distributive identities of 
analogical judgments combine to form “organic representations” 
and “concepts of Nature” by which he appears to mean something 
like “natural kinds” (DR 34). 

The idea is that an anthropocentric prejudice of scope and scale is 
at work in Aristotelian analogies among genera—and it seems to be 
especially significant for thinking about organic nature and 
biological kinds. It is as if there were rules in relation to which a 
given distribution can be more or less perfect, and these rules 
happen to line up with exactly how things should be in order to be 
maximally intelligible for humans. Here Deleuze uses probably his 
best-known metaphor: the sedentary and the nomadic. Analogical 
representation proceeds as if what is distributed has already been 
divided. It presupposes a sedentary distribution, where theoretical 
fields (so to speak) have already been partitioned and appropriated 
before the work of thinking begins, or where natural kinds are just 
there to be described (DR 36). Consequently, it is possible to 
evaluate representations and analogies as more or less perfect, more 
or less correspondent to the primordial distribution, which they all 
approximate. Possibly Deleuze borrows the approximative character 
of analogical judgment and sedentary distribution from the 
“approximate unity” of pros hen homonyms in Aristotle, which 
regain some of the unity of a genos and are thus able to serve as 
foundations for rational sciences. 

The other way of being “distributive,” characteristic of Deleuzian 
ontological univocity, is “anarchic” in the etymological sense: 
“Univocal Being is at one and the same time nomadic distribution 
and crowned anarchy” (DR 37). Without recourse to quasi-unity, it 
does not proceed as if there were principles (arkhai) of distribution. 
Distribution in the second case doesn’t approximate anything, and 
the postulate of a best or perfect distribution is suspended. Here 
being is called “nomadic,” because, according to the metaphor, it 


doesn’t proceed as if the territory were already partitioned and 
appropriated. Rather, the occupants of the territory distribute 
themselves, forming relations among one another that were 
unanticipable before the distribution occurred. In this latter manner 
of distribution, Deleuze thinks, differences are not “mediated” by 
identity, and difference consequently retains some of the power 
Plato glimpsed in the Sophist. 

In telling terminology, Deleuze says that in the context of 
analogical distribution, which even in the absence of univocal 
genera falls back on identity in representation, we never discover 
“difference changing its nature” (DR 32). “Concepts of Nature” and 
“organic representations” are construed as differences internalized 
or relativized to preestablished identities. In univocal or nomadic 
distribution, however, this internalizing or relativizing does not 
occur: difference is free to change its own nature, rather than being 
confined within, or relative to, a nature well defined and 
presupposed. 

This chapter details how Aristotle’s logical and metaphysical 
attitudes resonate in his biological treatises and in the Physics. To 
the extent that the biology develops some of the same issues as 
Aristotelian metaphysics and logic regarding the relations among 
eidé and gené, it can illuminate how exactly Deleuze aims to move 
beyond Aristotle. I think that Aristotle’s conception of the relation 
between nature, matter, and (natural) movement is particularly 
objectionable to Deleuze. When he advocates an alternative theory 
of matter in A Thousand Plateaus, this is as a self-conscious response 
to the “hylomorphic” conception of nature that follows from 
Aristotle’s theory of difference. 


From metaphysics to biology 


The connection between Aristotle’s metaphysics and _ biology 
strengthens Deleuze’s suggestion that the Aristotelian philosophy of 
nature is coextensive with an influential anthropocentrism. But this 
is hard to see at first, on account of Deleuze’s habit, diagnosed 
above, of viewing Aristotle through Neoplatonic and even modern 
lenses. 

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze’s discussion of how 
analogical distribution implies an ideal of perfect distribution is 
bound up with his tendency to read Aristotle as preoccupied with 


classification. He insists there is an “ideal of classification” at work 
in Aristotle’s conception of the analogies between genera (DR 34) 
and that Aristotelian division must conform to the standards of 
“specification,” by which he means a process of “dividing a 
determinate genus into definite species” that anticipates Linnaean 
taxonomy (DR 59-60). 

As I mentioned, Deleuze relies on Porphyry’s Isagogé or 
introduction to the Categories to explain Aristotle’s conception of 
difference (DR 308, notes 2 and 3)—a gesture replicated by many of 
Deleuze’s commentators (Smith 2001; de Beistegui 2004; Flaxman 
2011), who usually flag the image of “Porphyry’s tree” as if it were 
helpful for understanding Aristotle. Although this connection 
between the Categories, Porphyry, and hierarchical classification is 
fairly dubious—and in my view inadequate for evaluating the 
relation between Deleuze’s views and Aristotle’s own—Deleuze and 
his readers are not alone in drawing it. In the Isagogeé, Porphyry 
illuminates the notions of highest genus and infima species with an 
example. Take a “single type of predication,” speaking in terms of 
substance. Porphyry says: 


Substance is itself a genus. Under it is body, and 
under body animate body, under which is 
animal; under animal is rational animal, under 
which is man; and under man are Socrates and 
Plato and particular men. (Isag. 4.22-25) 


To medieval logicians, this passage suggested an arboreal image or 
stemma where higher genera branch into subaltern ones: substance 
divides into corporeal and incorporeal species, and then body is the 
subaltern genus that branches in turn into animate and inanimate. 
And this continues all the way down to the level of individual 
differences, where it can proceed no farther. Such a tree became the 
textbook illustration of the Aristotelian doctrine of categories, 
construed linguistically as “types of predication” or sets of 
predicates organized under a genus (see Ockham, Summa Logicae 
1.40; on Porphyry’s Tree in general, Verboon 2014). 

Porphyry himself doesn’t use language that suggests a tree 
explicitly, but possibly the image was inspired by Boethius’s use of 
the adjective ramosus, “branching,” in his first commentary on the 


Isagogé (Barnes 2003: 109 n.53). Nevertheless, it has long been 
conventional to extend what David Balme (1962) calls the 
“technical use” of the words genos and eidos that Aristotle 
originates, according to which a genos is a set of eidé, into a 
universal classificatory scheme. Although Porphyry interpreted the 
Categories as being about predicates, words rather than things, it 
became typical to blur the lines between the Porphyrian scala 
praedicamentalis, ladder of categories, and the scala naturae or 
ladder of natural beings. By the modern period, Aristotle’s method 
of scientific division was taken for a method of biological 
classification. For example, in the Histoire des sciences naturelles 
(1841), Cuvier praises Aristotle’s “genius for classifying” and 
remarks whiggishly that he “presents a zoological classification that 
has left very little to do for centuries after him” (quoted in Pellegrin 
1986: 10-11). Following suit, W.D. Ross, in a discussion of 
Aristotle’s biology subtitled Scala Naturae, says that Aristotelian 
classification represents a “great advance on anything that preceded 
it, and no further advance was made before Linnaeus” (1949: 115). 
Pierre Pellegrin (1986) concludes that it remained common 
throughout the twentieth century to think about Aristotle’s biology 
in relation to a presumed ideal of classificatory rigor—particularly 
in French scholarship. He cites the midcentury scholars Robin 
(1944), Petit and Théodoridés (1962), and the translator LeBlond 
(1945). For Pellegrin, this bears witness to a habit of projecting 
modern questions onto Aristotle. Once interpreters take the decisive 
step of interpreting him through the lens of our own concern for 
taxonomy, “it does not matter much whether they stress Aristotle’s 
inadequacies or his genius, because their dispute is waged in the 
wrong territory” (Pellegrin 1986: 2), the very territory on which 
Deleuze also engages with Aristotle. 

Balme holds “neoplatonist commentators” responsible for blazing 
this particular trail from logic and metaphysics to biology; they 
were “seriously wrong to present [Aristotle’s] analysis as a 
classification of orders of generality in which genus and species are 
two among many levels, as in the ‘tree of Porphyry” (1987a: 72-3). 
The expectations derived from a tradition of interpreting Aristotle’s 
logic of categories are projected onto the zoological treatises, as if, 
on the one hand, the Porphyrian tree were Aristotelian, and, on the 
other, an anticipation of modern systematics. All this distorts our 
understanding of treatises like the Parts and History of Animals. In 


fact, Aristotle uses the terms genos and eidos in a number of senses, 
often in non-technical ways, sometimes as synonyms, and only 
occasionally in the technical sense devised for the logical works 
(where a genos is a class of eidé). It’s actually very rare for him to 
use the terms technically in the works on animals—with the notable 
exception of the first book of the Parts of Animals, something of an 
outlier (Balme 1962). Moreover, the balance of evidence suggests 
that the terms genos and eidos do not pick out fixed levels of 
generality, as they do in modern systematics, where (naively) a 
species is a group of individual organisms and a genus a group of 
species, above which there are other fixed levels: order, family, 
class, and so on (Pellegrin 1986: 82-3; Balme 1987b). The use of 
genos and eidos is not taxonomic even in the biological works and 
does not provide evidence that he labors under an “ideal of 
classification.” More likely, Aristotle’s zoology “tried to answer 
questions that we no longer ask” (Pellegrin 1986: 2). 

This false start notwithstanding, there are indeed conceptual 
parallels between Aristotle’s logical and biological treatises that do 
not require projecting modern questions onto ancient Greek science. 
Specifically, the features of Aristotle’s conception of the relations 
among eidé and gené that are, on my reading, most important to 
Deleuze’s interpretation clearly do translate to his biology. For 
instance, Aristotle argues that different biological eidé within a 
genos differ by degree, in terms of features “according to the more 
and the less”—different species of birds will have larger and smaller 
beaks, and so on—while gené differ from one another in kind and 
are related by analogy (Part an. 644a16-19). This is a biological 
recapitulation of Aristotle’s view that between gené there is no path 
or common measure (Metaph. 1055a6). The methodology of the 
biological works is not an application of a proto-Porphyrian 
hierarchy of categories with a view to producing a taxonomy of all 
natural beings. Rather it is an application of the conceptual 
framework where intra-generic differences are differences of degree 
and intergeneric differences are differences in kind (Balme 1987a; 
Lennox 1987). This is significant because the zoological application 
of Aristotle’s way of thinking about kinds involves anthropocentric 
judged analogies much more explicitly than the metaphysics and 
logic. G.E.R. Lloyd (1983) and Pierre Pellegrin (1986), for example, 
have shown that Aristotle’s approach in the zoological works 
involves representing differences in kind by analogy with human 


traits. 

Analogies are endemic to the zoological treatises. Recall, for 
example, that Aristotle says that fish and birds are related by 
analogy in terms of their parts: scales are analogous to feathers 
(Part. an. 644a16). In the same work, Aristotle also says that the 
bones of the genos animal are analogous to cartilage in fish (Part. 
an. 635b35). But because genos doesn’t pick out a fixed 
classificatory level, as “genus” does for a modern zoologist, Aristotle 
sometimes also uses the word to refer to a group of analogous traits, 
like having bones and cartilage, which now seem to be eidé of the 
genos “supports for animals bodies” (Part. an. 654a20-22), and 
which differ in degree—for instance, degree of hardness (Hist. an. 
516b31). The pervasiveness of zoological analogy gives us a clue to 
its importance: 


If the biological corpus is relatively novel in its 
use of analogy in comparison with the logico- 
metaphysical books, that is not because of a 
conceptual difference—since analogy obeys the 
same rules everywhere—but because of the 
importance of analogy in Aristotle’s biology . ... 
[T]he truly fundamental function of the 
analogical relationship in biology ... [is not] so 
much to set apart natural families of living 
things as to relate one group of animals to 
another by some point of reference, and 
ultimately to relate all living things to one 
unique being, taken as a model of intelligibility, 
man. (Pellegrin 1986: 90-1) 


The human being is the paradigm for Aristotle’s thinking about 
animals. It is that to which all others are related by analogy and 
that in relation to which other animals’ traits are to different 
degrees deficient. In the first book of the History of Animals, 
Aristotle methodologically remarks that investigating the visible 
parts of nature requires beginning with what is “most familiar” to 


us: human being (491a19). He clarifies later that this starting point 
is not just a matter of convenience. In fact, focusing on human 
beings renders all other animals intelligible because “the nature of 
man is the most rounded off and complete, and consequently in 
man the qualities [studied] are found most clearly” (608b6-7). The 
Aristotelian zoologist finds in other animals embryonic human 
traits, an approach motivated by the anthropocentric and 
metaphysical point of view according to which the human is “prior 
to the other animals as actuality is to potentiality” (Pellegrin 1986: 
92). Hence, Aristotle says that “all other animals are dwarves by 
comparison with man” (Part. an. 686b3)—that is, disproportioned, 
not fully realized—and that the human being is the “most natural” 
animal (JA 706a10). The analogical approach in zoology represents 
all living things in relation to one standard of intelligibility. 
Deleuze’s assessment that the focal point of Aristotelian analogy lies 
in human judgment appears to be on solid ground here. 


Hylomorphism 


When Deleuze complains that Aristotle’s conception of difference 
and the “analogy of being” subordinates differences to conventional 
judgments and “organic representation,” he also remarks that it has 
a hard time accounting for individuation: 


analogy falls into an unresolvable difficulty: it 
must essentially relate being to particular 
existents, but at the same time it cannot say 
what constitutes their individuality. For it 
retains in the particular only that which 
conforms to the general (matter and form), and 
seeks the principle of individuation in this or 
that element of the fully constituted individuals. 
(DR 38) 


That is, Aristotle’s perspective doesn’t give an account of how 
individuals come to be, but begs the question by presupposing fully 
constituted individuals to the extent that it grasps them in relation 


to general concepts like matter and form. Aristotle is weak on 
biological individuation because of his natural hylomorphism. I want 
to substantiate this brief criticism and discuss Deleuze’s alternative 
conception of individuation, which aims to avoid the pitfalls of 
Aristotle’s account of individuals just as nomadic univocity avoids 
the pitfalls of distributive analogy. 

In his study of individuation in Aristotle, Montgomery Furth 
argues that Aristotle’s views on material substances are animated by 
the question of why living entities are organized as individual 
organisms at all. Aristotle’s research question is: 


What principles must be at work to make it the 
case, that ... the world of bio-organic substances 
takes this form of mumerous species of 
independent, integral units ...? [W]hy this, 
rather than, say, a general bio-organic swamp, or 
some other organic distribution built on a 
completely different principle from that of the 
constantly repeated individual? (Furth 1988: 70) 


Furth confirms Deleuze’s intuition that Aristotle’s novel use of the 
philosophical concept of “form” in relation to matter is meant to 
answer this research question (1988: 71). 

Aristotle’s account of form in relation to biological individuals is 
sophisticated. The Aristotelian world contains not only individuals 
in the sense of individual organisms (you or I, my cat, a tree) but 
also, so to speak, proto-individuals with degrees of complexity 
defined by their functional dispositions. Furth isolates six levels of 
living “formedness,” from what Aristotle calls “simples” (hapla), 
elements like fire, air, and water, up through compounds (suntheta) 
like wood, wine, and glass; uniform or “homoiomerous” parts like 
blood, flesh, and bile; “anhomoiomerous” parts or functionally 
defined organs; and eventually the individual organism as a whole 
(1988: 76-83). 

This hierarchy’s rationale is hylomorphic. At every level, the 
immediately prior, simpler stage of individuality underlies the 
higher, more complex stage as matter to form. Aristotle provides a 
somewhat programmatic statement in the Parts of Animals 


(646b1-10). While in the “order of time,” he says, “the material and 
the generative process must necessarily be anterior ... in logical 
order the substance and form of each being precedes the material.” 
Temporal priority in biology is inverted logical priority. For 
example, “elementary material” is temporally anterior to the 
homoiomerous parts it constitutes, just as those uniform parts are 
temporally anterior to anhomoiomerous parts, even though the 
latter represent the “goal and end” (telos kai peras) of the former. 
Aristotle even says here that elementary material, although it comes 
first into being, exists “for the sake of” (heneken) the homoiomerous 
parts it constitutes. This “for the sake of” is best construed 
functionally (Furth 1988: 84-5). For example, the realization of the 
heart’s role as the origin of the body’s motions both temporally 
presupposes and logically requires the homoiomerous sinews with 
which the heart is supplied and which are functionally disposed to 
conduct motion outwards (Part. an. 666b13-17). The scheme is 
generalized: every lower level exists for the sake of the next higher, 
and all ultimately for the sake of the individual soul or organism 
(Part. an. 645b15-19). 

This account of nested layers of formedness, with each layer 
serving as the matter for the next, reveals something crucial about 
hylomorphic individuation. As Helen Lang puts it in her study of 
Aristotle’s conception of nature, matter “runs after” form (1998: 
53). Aristotle says matter “desires” form of its own accord (Ph. 
192a19-24; cf. Ph. 198a25; Metaph. 1015a10). Moreover, he 
identifies “nature” both with form (Ph. 193a32-b2) and with being 
“everywhere a cause of order” (Ph. 252a12, 17). The order in 
question is in turn identical to the “natural motion” of hylomorphic 
composites (Ph. 250b14-15), that is, the actualization of their 
forms, by virtue of the fact that in nature form and matter have the 
same actuality (Ph. 202a14-16); the form is actually what the 
matter is potentially. 

The point is that the order of nature emerges from the way that 
matter yearns for form and naturally moves toward it. Lang points 
out that this Aristotelian view contrasts sharply with the 
understanding of matter in Plato, according to which matter must 
be pressed artistically into the service of form, and the whole 
cosmos has a beginning identified with this artistic endeavor (1998: 
46, 53; in Ti. 28a-c). Of course, Aristotle often exploits a similarity 
or analogy between nature and art for illustrative purposes. For 


instance, in the programmatic passage from Parts of Animals, he 
says that the logical priority of more complex biological parts is like 
how the “definition of house-building includes that of house” but 
not the other way around (646b4-5). But the price paid for the 
heuristic helpfulness of such comparisons is that they obscure a 
crucial distinction. In arts and crafts, matter is recalcitrant but in 
nature matter is tame, proto-structural, willing to be informed. 

Deleuze makes this domestication of matter the object of 
criticism. When he and Guattari disparage what they call 
“hylomorphism” for leaving many of the creative capacities of 
matter by the wayside (TP 408), they target the implicitly 
Aristotelian characterization of matter as something well-behaved 
and uncreative, where determination is always a function of the 
form for which matter yearns. There is, therefore, a parallel 
between Deleuze’s criticisms of Aristotle’s conception of difference 
and his conception of matter. Difference and matter ought both to 
be understood primarily as determination, but they have not been 
so understood. In both cases, Aristotle blocks the path. 


Stratification 


Just as Deleuze strives to forge a new concept of difference in 
Difference and Repetition, he also aims to develop a new concept of 
matter in the “Geology of Morals” section of A Thousand Plateaus. 
Here Deleuze and Guattari criticize what they call “hylomorphism” 
for making the role of matter merely negative because it identifies 
matter with potential being, which is to say what of form remains 
unrealized in a compound. The entire plateau is a reflection on one 
sentence from a geology textbook: “A surface of stratification is a 
more compact plane of consistency lying between two layers” (TP 
40). It introduces the pair of opposites from which the text takes its 
bearings: “strata” and the “plane of consistency.” Deleuze and 
Guattari borrow this geological terminology to make a theoretical 
riposte to Aristotle. Observe how the two concepts are defined: 
“Strata are Layers, Belts. They consist of giving form to matters” 
(TP 40); “the term matter [is used] for the plane of consistency or 
Body without Organs, in other words, the unformed, unorganized, 
nonstratified, or destratified body and all its flows” (TP 43). 

As a general template for individuation, stratification sharply 
contrasts with Aristotelian hylomorphism. Deleuzoguattarian 


“matter” is far from Aristotelian hulé because Aristotle’s matter is 
not unformed or disorganized at any level of organic complexity. 
For example, the matter of an individual organism is its 
anhomoiomerous parts, which is to say functionally disposed and 
defined organs (organika) (Gen. an. 715a9-10, 734b28). At one 
extreme, a total animal body underlies its soul as matter to form, 
understood as a set of kind-specific capacities. Aristotle calls “soul” 
the “first actuality of a natural, organic body” (De an. 412b5-6), or 
in other words a body with organs. Deleuze and Guattari make their 
divergence from Aristotle explicit by distinguishing matter (as body 
without organs) from “material” (as bodies with organs) (TP 49). 

Literally, or geologically, the formation of a stratum is the 
consequence of two complementary processes: a sorting process, in a 
river or stream for example, whereby rocky sediments are deposited 
in relatively homogeneous layers by virtue of gradients in the speed 
of the river’s flow, temperature, chemical composition of the 
sediment, and so on, and a cementing process whereby the already 
sorted layers are consolidated through crystallization chemically 
effected by solutes in the water (different solutes for different kinds 
of rock) (De Landa 1997: 60). This is what Deleuze and Guattari 
mean when they say that strata are a consequence of a “double 
articulation.” A first articulation “chooses or deducts, from unstable 
particle-flows, metastable molecular or quasi-molecular units 
(substances), upon which it imposes a statistical order of connections 
and successions (forms),” and a second articulation “establishes 
functional, compact, stable structures (forms) and constructs the 
molar compounds in which these structures are simultaneously 
actualized (substances)” (TP 40-1). I read the term “substance” here 
as equivalent to “material.” This is matter that has already been 
subjected to a relatively simple organization, even in the first 
articulation: “Substances are nothing other than formed matters” 
(TP 41). 

How specifically does this picture of individuation by 
stratification differ from what we find in Aristotle? Deleuze and 
Guattari say that, although the first articulation (selection, 
separation) is “not lacking in systematic interactions,” it is in the 
second articulation (sedimentation, cementation) that phenomena 
such as “centering, unification, totalization, integration, 
hierarchization, and finalization” appear (TP 41). These are the 
phenomena that impressed Aristotle, and to which he gave a rich 


philosophical vindication, epitomized in his making the human 
individual the apex of his zoology. There are various relationships 
among these phenomena and also among the forms and materials 
involved in the processes of stratification (containment, 
constitution, expression, etc. [TP 43]), but Deleuze and Guattari 
reserve the word “structure” for the sum of all the relations 
attendant upon stratification (TP 41). They are critical of relying on 
this product of stratification, as if it were capable of giving an 
account of all becoming, as if it could explain the process of its own 
coming-to-be. The system of centering, totalization, hierarchization, 
and so on cannot do that, despite the high hopes philosophers like 
Aristotle have for it. In fact, Deleuze and Guattari think that it is an 
illusion to hope to explain the earth, which they also identify with 
the Body without Organs and the plane of consistency (TP 40), by 
means of structure alone: “it is an illusion to believe that structure 
is the earth’s last word” (TP 41). There is more to stratification than 
centering and hierarchization. We must, for instance, not forget the 
role of intensities (of speed, of temperature, etc.) in determination. 
Deleuze and Guattari devote the rest of the “Geology of Morals” to 
articulating the influence of whatever escapes structure so 
construed, what escapes the relations among form, material, 
unification, and hierarchization in stratification. Their purpose is to 
give an account of the plane of the consistency, the expanded role 
of matter, in their anti-Aristotelian sense. 

Adapting terms from Difference and Repetition, we can think of 
strata and matter as types of “distribution.” Among strata, being is 
said in a distributive sense that is always approximative, where 
there are “principles” of distribution, or distributions that present 
themselves as optimal or perfect. This is the picture that obtains 
when Aristotle is forced to think of being in terms of his theory of 
pros hen homonymy and analogy. Because strata are often thought 
of in a way that succumbs to the temptation of treating structure, 
which is actually a consequence of the process of stratification- 
individuation, as if it were the principle of individuation, the 
distribution of strata also creates the illusion of perfected forms, 
which hylomorphic compounds are supposed to approximate, and a 
whole (explicitly or implicitly) theological system: ideas in the mind 
of God (TP 158-59). As Deleuze and Guattari put it, strata appear 
as “judgments of God” (TP 58). Returning to Deleuze’s agrarian 
metaphor, the illusion that the structure of strata can explain their 


genesis proceeds as if the earth were itself already enclosed and 
divided into lots before being inhabited. Matter corresponds to a 
distribution with a quite different character, a nomadism where the 
earth itself is not predistributed but its occupants distribute 
themselves upon it. Here there are no expectations for distribution 
to fulfill or ideas in the mind of God to more or less perfectly 
instantiate. In the “Geology of Morals” we have another iteration of 
the opposition between (a) analogy, sedentarity, and a conception 
of difference relative to the identity of concepts, and (b) univocity, 
nomadism, and absolutized difference to be given its own concept. 

Lest it be thought that Deleuze and Guattari want to exalt 
nomadism over sedentarity, it’s clear in A Thousand Plateaus that 
this key contrast does not reinstate a hierarchy. Matter is not 
supposed to be better than, or even prior to, the strata. As Deleuze 
and Guattari put it, the Body without Organs “is not ‘before’ the 
organism; it is adjacent to it,” a dimension of the organism that is 
constantly displacing and changing it (TP 164). Similarly, it is not 
always preferable to emulate destratified matter: “Staying stratified 
... is not the worst that can happen; the worst that can happen is if 
you throw the strata into demented or suicidal collapse” (TP 161). 
A little bit of destratification is nevertheless advantageous, since, 
besides shattering the illusion that strata explain everything, it 
opens up closed strata to unforeseen novelty. For example, 
destratification may involve novel “nonhuman Becomings of human 
beings that overspill the anthropomorphic strata in all directions” 
(TP 503; cf. LS 157-58). It’s important to keep in mind that the 
stratified organism and the destratified Body without Organs are 
just the extreme limits of inverse processes (stratification and 
destratification) (Protevi 2001). 

What Deleuze and Guattari say about the way in which the 
hylomorphic illusion (that the structure of strata is really their 
principle) is transformed in the wake of Darwin confirms the 
connection between stratification and distribution. Darwin’s 
contribution to the discourse on biological form, they say, is 
twofold. His first contribution is the view that types of forms are 
understood “in terms of populations, packs and _ colonies, 
collectivities or multiplicities” (TP 47-8). Darwin defines “species” 
not in terms of a form shared by individuals, but as an expression 
nominalistically applied to populations: “I look at the term species, 
as one arbitrarily given for the sake of convenience to a set of 


individuals ... it does not essentially differ from the term variety, 
which is given to less distinct and more fluctuating forms” (Darwin 
2003: 127). Making form a function of populations of individuals 
entails that “forms do not preexist the population, [but rather] they 
are like statistical results” (TP 48). So Deleuze and Guattari credit 
Darwin with moving beyond the “sedentary” distribution of species, 
where, so to speak, the territory is already divided into lots, to a 
nomadic one where individuals distribute themselves on the 
territory. Darwin’s second contribution to the conception of form is 
to treat formation as a matter of “degrees of development in terms 
of speeds, rates, coefficients” rather than degrees of perfection (TP 
48). The production of populations grouped together as “species” 
depends on their birth and death rates, and the speed with which 
individuals are replaced. How well adapted a species is has to do 
with the rates at which new individuals are produced and 
maladaptive variations eliminated, what Darwin calls the “struggle 
for existence.” The contrast is with Aristotle when Deleuze and 
Guattari say that after Darwin degrees of development are “no 
longer measured in terms of increasing perfection” (TP 48). In other 
words, once viewed in terms of rates of change, biological forms no 
longer imply an ideal of representation regulating their distribution. 

For Deleuze and Guattari, Aristotle is a theorist of the strata who 
omits the creative role of matter. As Lang (1998) has underlined, 
Aristotelian matter relates primarily to the progressive advent of the 
form it “runs after,” and serves as a measure of the latter’s 
imperfect actualization. Since he lacks a robust theory of matter’s 
contribution to stratification, Aristotle ignores the becomings that 
effect strata to the extent that matter (or the Body without Organs) 
is “adjacent to” them (TP 164). Consequently, Aristotle’s theory of 
organisms, according to which individuation occurs by degrees of 
“formedness” approximating a  formal-functional structure 
construed as a principle, is only partial. The term “organism,” 
which Deleuze and Guattari declare “the enemy” of matter and the 
Body without Organs (TP 158), is the name for this partial 
theoretical view. When stratification is assessed according to the 
illusion that the structures characteristic of strata (including unity 
and hierarchization) are the principles of their own coming-to-be, 
then we accept a partial view of nature and diminish the roles of 
matter and difference. 


Individuation 


Deleuze and Guattari’s alternative to the hylomorphic account of 
individuation seems to build on the work of Gilbert Simondon, 
whose L individu et sa genése physico-biologique (1964) they reference 
several times in the “Geology of Morals.” What Deleuze and 
Guattari consider the shortcomings of the Aristotelian view that 
matter plays a merely negative role in morphogenesis can be 
gleaned from reading Simondon’s text alongside theirs. 

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze criticizes Aristotle for 
inaugurating a “disaster” for philosophy by relativizing difference 
to the conceptual identities of genera and the analogical identities 
of representation. Deleuze wants to invert the relativity of 
difference, as I said, by “absolutizing” it and _ reciprocally 
relativizing concepts and identities to difference, as the products 
rather than the principles of differential determination. Simondon 
anticipates this move, not in the context of the philosophy of 
difference but in the interpretation of the relationship between 
individuals and the process of their coming-to-be. Throughout the 
history of philosophy, Simondon claims, individuation or becoming 
(genesis) has been thought of as something that needs to be 
explained rather than as something that could itself explain the 
being of individuals. Philosophers searched for an explanatory 
“principle of individuation,” a task fatally flawed by the 
presupposition that individuation requires a principle to begin with. 
Because individuation itself is held to be incapable of playing an 
explanatory role, philosophers and scientists have long engaged in 
the effort “to know individuation through the individual,” rather 
than the other way around (Simondon 2009: 5). In contrast, 
Simondon’s goal is 


to show that the search for the principle of 
individuation must be reversed, by considering 
as primordial the operation of individuation 
from which the individual comes to exist . 

The individual would then be grasped as a 
relative reality, a certain phase of being that 
supposes a preindividual reality, and that, even 


after individuation, does not exist on its own, 
because individuation does not exhaust with one 
stroke the potentials of preindividual reality. 
(2009: 5) 


Simondon wants to reverse the old bias by, so to speak, absolutizing 
individuation and relativizing the individual. The parallels with 
Deleuze and Guattari, who consider strata non-exhaustive and 
“adjacent” to a plane of consistency or unformed matter, are 
palpable. 

Simondon describes among ancient Greek physicists two deficient 
approaches to individuation, both of which treat it relative to the 
already constituted individual. The ffirst, which he calls 
“substantialism,” treats what is really real as uncreated unity and 
individuation as a function of these real beings. Simondon’s 
example is Democritean atomism: real individuation or generation 
does not occur, just the rearrangement of eternal, uncreated atoms 
in merely evanescent compounds. Aristotle had already reproached 
atomism with this defect (Gen. corr. 317a16-20). “Hylomorphism” is 
the second ancient Greek approach to individuation. It looks at first 
like an improvement on substantialism to the extent that “the 
individuated being is not already given at the moment one 
considers the matter and the form that will become the sunolon 
[compound]” (Simondon 2009: 5). That is, hylomorphism has a 
prima facie better claim to accounting for real individuation. 

The hylomorphic individual is, Aristotle says, a compound 
(sunolon). Simondon refers to Aristotle’s argument that to 
distinguish hylomorphically between predicates like “concave” 
(koilos) and those like “snub” (simos) is illuminating for 
understanding individual compounds. The predicate “concave” 
picks out something purely formal, whereas “snub,” being concavity 
combined with a nose, always involves a reference to matter 
(Metaph. 1037a32 and following; cf. Ph. 194a5-14). Particular 
individuals like Callias are similar to predicates like “snub,” 
impossible to speak of without reference to matter (Metaph. 
1025b30; cf. 1026a6). The soul, on the other hand, which stands to 
the individual as form to matter (De an. 412b5-7), is more like 
“concave.” Simondon condemns this hylomorphic scheme on the 
basis that it takes individuation to occur in an “obscure zone” 


somewhere in between two sorts of beings (the principles of 
individuation, on the one hand, and particular compounds, like 
Callias, on the other), but the process itself is glossed over. 
Hylomorphism, no less than substantialism, “misses” individuation 
as it fails to treat it as an explanatory principle unto itself. Rather, 
the principles of individuation are grasped “in that which the 
operation [of individuation] needs in order to exist—that is, a 
matter and a form” (Simondon 2009: 5). Although the individual is 
“not already given,” the terms of its existence, matter, and form, 
are. The alleged explanation (individuation means informing 
matter) actually explains nothing, Simondon claims, because the 
terms or principles of individuation are “already of the same mode 
of being as the individual” (Simondon 2009: 4)—an initially cryptic 
phrase that seems to me to hold the key to his criticism of 
Aristotelian individuation. 

Simondon and Deleuze are not alone in diagnosing Aristotle’s 
difficulties with handling individuals hylomorphically. The trouble 
arises from the ambition to account for organic nature scientifically, 
in Aristotle’s sense of science. Balme (1987b), for instance, points 
out that Aristotle’s insistence on the distinction between form and 
compound (modeled on the difference between “concave” and 
“snub”) in dealing with organisms leads him into an aporia. Forms 
(like “soul”) are connected to the definition or account of the 
essence of a thing (Metaph. 1037a23), which can usually be 
understood as a set of functions or capacities, on which view forms 
involve no matter. And good apodeictic scientific knowledge, as I 
described in the last chapter, involves definitions. If so, however, 
then such knowledge is impossible in the case of individual material 
substances, which are as inseparable from their matter as the 
predicate “snub.” Matter can’t be included in a definition because it 
is “in itself unknowable” (Metaph. 1036a9). That’s probably 
because, famously, matter stands to form as potentiality to actuality 
(1050a15-16 cf. Ph. 193b6-8). As potentiality matter both is and is 
not the actual form it anticipates. This vacillation blocks a 
straightforward definition of whatever includes matter, since 
definition is paradigmatically of actualities, and what vacillates like 
this is too indeterminate (aoristos) to be defined (1037a27; 
1039b28-30). Nevertheless, Aristotle persists in treating natural 
compounds (like animals) as paradigms of substance (Metaph. 
1032a19; 1034a4) and retains the ambition to study natural 


compounds scientifically. 

Aristotle seems to be aware of this difficulty, which he deals with 
in a telling way. A definition, he says, can only be a unity if what it 
defines is a unity (Metaph. 1037a19). At first glance, an individual 
like Callias is not a unity because he is a sunolon of matter and 
form. Nevertheless, Aristotle says, Callias and his form are a unity 
admitting of scientific definition because matter and form (qua 
definition of essence) are merely modally distinct descriptions of one 
and the same thing (Metaph. 1045a21-6). Apparently, the merely 
modal distinction between matter/potentiality and form/actuality is 
not sufficient to rob an individual definiendum of its unity. This 
resolution goes some way toward explaining Simondon’s opaque 
phrase: in hylomorphism the principles of individuation are 
“already in the same mode of being as the individual.” 

Balme notes that Aristotle’s formulations of the modal 
distinctions in the unity of hylomorphic individuals (like “the 
proximate matter and the form are one and the same thing, the one 
potentially and the other actually” [Metaph. 1045b18-9]) are strong 
enough that he could proceed to treat material characteristics of 
individuals, such as the snub-nosedness of Socrates and the long- 
nosedness of Callias, as differentiae, making individual hylomorphic 
substances amenable to properly scientific definition all the way 
down (1987b: 304). But Aristotle doesn’t go so far. He prefers to say 
that certain characteristics of individuals (such as sex, eye color, 
and presumably nose shape) are inessential differentiae due to 
matter and properly absent from definitions (on sex, Metaph. 
1058a29-b3; on eye color, Gen. an. 778a32-5). The rationale is 
probably teleological (Balme 1987b: 297, 305). Aristotle wants 
definitions to refer to features about which we can ask “Is it 
flourishing?” because we have some kind of idea what the optimal 
instantiation of such features would look like. If rationality is 
essential to humanity, it can be more or less well instantiated. Snub- 
nosedness is not such a feature. Balme also suggests a test for 
distinguishing between essential and inessential features: “When we 
reach a point [in division] where the next differences (e.g., color) 
do not serve a different function, then they are to be attributed only 
to matter and movement without implying a different essence” 
(1987b: 298). There are many examples of inessential, non- 
functional differences in Aristotle’s biology. To take one at random, 
Aristotle indicates several times that sub-specific differences among 


cicadas of different sizes are due to material differences of climate 
(Hist. an. 556a14; 605b22). So despite having the resources to 
define hylomorphic compounds all the way down, Aristotle opts to 
treat matter as an impediment to science, even if it is only modally 
distinct from form. 

We see, then, how exactly Aristotelian hylomorphism relies on 
principles of individuation, which are only modally distinguished 
from already constituted individuals. Simondon’s phrase actually 
requires refinement; it’s not simply that Aristotle’s principles of 
individuation (matter and form) are of the same “mode of being” as 
the individual, as he suggests. Modally speaking, form is pure 
actuality and matter potentiality, but the individual sunolon is a 
mixture in the process of actualizing its form. Nevertheless, the 
higher up the scale of organic complexity you go, the greater the 
actualization of form (culminating in humanity, whose nature is 
“most complete”). So it is not much of a stretch to say that 
organismic individuals and their form are both modally actual. 

So what is Simondon’s alternative to this fatally deficient account 
of coming-to-be? He says that individuation is inseparable from an 
ontological hypothesis that “becoming is a dimension of being 
corresponding to a capacity of being to fall out of phase with itself” 
(Simondon 2009: 6). The idea is that being is not unchanging 
reality but something comparable to a supersaturated solution like 
honey or carbonated water. Simondon refers implicitly to the 
distinction between saturation, the dissolution of a maximum 
amount of solute in a solvent under so-called normal conditions 
(e.g., at room temperature and at sea-level atmospheric pressure), 
and supersaturation, where more solute is dissolved in a solvent 
than is normally possible. In the case of carbonated beverages, more 
carbon dioxide can be dissolved in water at higher pressures (e.g., 
in a pressurized bottle); when the bottle is opened and the pressure 
“normalized,” carbon dioxide comes out of solution as fizzy 
bubbles. In honey, more sugar is dissolved in water than would 
otherwise be possible due to the chemical particularities of 
reactions effected by bees. Consequently, after a time in 
supersaturation (and often when “seeded” by impurities in the 
honey), glucose will precipitate out of supersaturation in the form 
of sugar crystals. If supersaturation is an ontological thesis (more 
being is dissolved in itself than would be “normally” possible, and 
consequently that being is “out of phase” with itself), then 


crystallization presents, Simondon thinks, a well-studied paradigm 
of the process of individuation (2009: 6). 

Adopting this ontological hypothesis has long been blocked, 
Simondon thinks, because being has been understood as a stable 
equilibrium, or on the model of stable equilibria like saturation. 
Simondon treats supersaturations (correctly) as one of a group of 
similar physicochemical systems, “metastable” rather than simply 
stable systems. Supercooling, for instance, is another such system, 
where, for example, a liquid is cooled under extraordinary 
circumstances below its “normal” freezing point, without changing 
state. Being ought to be understood on the model of these 
“metastable equilibria” that contemporary science recognizes. The 
traditional focus on stable equilibrium amounts to a kind of 
intellectual parochialism that produces a naturalistic illusion: that 
the conditions that are for us “normal” are metaphysically 
normative. In saturation, for instance, the amount of solute that can 
be dissolved in water is treated as a function of the nature of the 
element, rather than as contextually variable (different in different 
temperatures and pressures). 

Deleuze and Guattari adapt Simondon’s insight when they say 
that the illusion often attendant on stratification involves treating 
the structures produced by the process as its “principles” (TP 41). 
An equivalent naturalistic illusion arises when philosophers treat 
being as a stable equilibrium. Doing so naturalizes the effects of a 
process of individuation occurring under given conditions as if they 
were independent of those conditions. This is to generalize a local 
spatiotemporal scale (making the “normal” normative) by failing to 
relativize processes to intensive variables like temperature and 
pressure. 

The trouble with treating being as a stable system is that it tells 
us nothing about individuation, whereas, it is promised, taking it as 
a metastable system does. There is a precise reason why: 


Stable equilibrium excludes becoming, because it 
corresponds to the lowest possible level of 
potential energy; it is the equilibrium that is 
reached in a system when all of the possible 
transformations have been realized and no more 


force exists. All the potentials have been 
actualized, and the system having reached its 
lowest energy level can no longer transform 
itself. (Simondon 2009: 6) 


Consider Aristotle. Not only does the hylomorphic interpretation of 
individuation beg the question by assuming already constituted 
individuals—forms that are in the same “mode of being” as concrete 
individuals—but this account of (pseudo-)individuation also 
corresponds with a picture of the cosmos according to which its 
ideal would be a state of pure actuality or “lowest potential 
energy.” The perpetual motion of the Aristotelian cosmos implies 
the existence of an “unmoved mover” whose essence is complete 
actuality (Metaph. 1071b8-10, 18-23; 1072b8, 27). This source of 
cosmic motion is a pure actuality, by definition capable of no 
transformations, no comings-to-be. Cosmic motion is eternal, but 
not transformative. Since in mechanics stable equilibria are 
characterized as having points of minimum potential energy, when 
Simondon remarks that “antiquity knew only instability and 
stability,” ignoring metastability (2009: 6), the implicit reference is 
to Aristotle. 

The connection between metastable being that is “out of phase” 
with itself and individuation informs not only Deleuze’s 
collaborations with Guattari but his earlier solo works as well. 
Simondon says that if individuation is likened to ontological 
supersaturation, it presupposes “an original duality of orders of 
magnitude and the initial absence of interactive communication 
between them, followed by communication between orders of 
magnitude and stabilization” (2009: 7). In Difference and Repetition, 
Deleuze refers to Simondon as having shown that “individuation 
presupposes a prior metastable state—in other words, the existence 
of a ‘disparateness’ such as at least two orders of magnitude or two 
scales of heterogeneous reality” (DR 246). It is only under these 
dualistic conditions, Deleuze says, that an “objective problematic 
field appears” and individuation “emerges like the act of solving a 
problem” (DR 246). 

Individuation so understood looks very promising. Once we rid 
ourselves of the tendency to think of being as a stable equilibrium, 
and the parochial illusion that makes individuation a function of 


individuals, we can see clearly how “individuation is essentially 
intensive” (DR 246). In Simondon’s review of the history of 
ontological models, intensive differences (such as temperature and 
pressure) were traditionally obscured by a naturalistic illusion. The 
idea that intensive difference falls into obscurity is a version of 
Deleuze’s essential complaint about Aristotle—that he conflates a 
concept of difference with the relativity of difference to identical 
concepts—precisely because for Deleuze intensity means difference: 
“The expression ‘difference of intensity’ is a tautology. Intensity is 
the form of difference . ... Every intensity is differentiated, [is] by 
itself a difference” (DR 222). Intensities are, so to speak, absolutized 
differences, not relative to preestablished identities. Differences of 
intensity are not determined as differences (“differentiated”) by 
identities. Intensities are constituted by a “difference which itself 
refers to other differences” not to identities (DR 117). While in 
Aristotle’s philosophy differences exist only in relation to identities, 
in Deleuze intensities, or “second-degree” differences, relate first- 
order differences. They play the role of the “differenciator” (DR 
117), something that differentiates differences as individuation 
individuates individuals, precisely what is lacking in the 
Aristotelian discourse on diaphora, where we never see “difference 
changing its nature, [and] we never discover ... a differenciator of 
difference” (DR 32). 

This conception of absolutized differences is a combination of 
Deleuze’s criticisms of Aristotelian diaphora, which I discussed in 
the last chapter, and Simondon’s criticism of Aristotle for ignoring 
intensities and hence “missing” individuation in his account of 
hylomorphic compounds. When articulated as an ontological thesis 
about “metastable” being, it also clearly represents for Deleuze a 
return to the legacy of Plato’s Sophist after the disastrous diversion 
of the theory of difference in Aristotle (DR 126), and more 
specifically a return to the path of the Stoics. 

We can see that this is so by considering the “disparateness” of 
two orders of magnitude to which Deleuze and Simondon refer. If 
“intensity is individuating” (DR 246), if intensive differences are not 
obscured by a naturalistic illusion that attributes the behavior of 
things under “normal” circumstances to natures or essences, then in 
both Deleuze and Simondon, individuation will be a communication 
between orders of magnitude or scales of heterogeneous reality 
(Simondon 2009: 7; DR 117, 246). The backdrop for Simondon’s 


and Deleuze’s anhylomorphic theories of individuation cannot be an 
Aristotelian cosmos where being is fundamentally actual or 
maximally lacking in potential energy. Rather it will be a cosmos 
where “being is out of phase with itself,” precipitating becoming on 
the model of crystals in honey or bubbles in soda water. What 
Deleuze calls “univocal being” with its degrees of intensity is 
precisely such metastable being. The question is: what is “out of 
phase” in Deleuzian univocal being? What are the “heterogeneous 
orders” of reality that Deleuze talks about? The answer has been 
hinted at already in Simondon’s contention that the problem with 
Aristotelian hylomorphism is how the principles of individuation 
are supposed to be modally similar to the individuals produced. 
Deleuze’s commentators have suggested that Deleuze’s 
heterogeneous ontological orders can only be the distinct modal 
orders that he calls “actuality” and “virtuality” (Ansell Pearson 
1999: 91, 94; de Beistegui 2004: 223), a return to the Stoic 
ontological distinction between (actual) states of affairs and 
(virtual) events, or more generally the Platonic distinction between 
being and non-being that is in a sense. 

While Aristotelian potentiality is merely ancillary to actuality, an 
index of its imperfection, virtuality suggests a genuine difference, a 
real “being out of phase” or heterogeneity within being itself. 
Virtuality is the excess by which reality exceeds its saturation point. 
If reality is metastable, if being is univocal, then there is more to 
reality than actuality, more to being than saturation. Deleuze’s 
heterogeneity of modal orders is an ontological thesis that, like the 
thesis of univocity, makes it possible to say “it is being which is 
Difference.” There is difference intrinsic to being itself; difference is 
not simply the index of a fall away from, or negation of, being. 

Having destroyed Aristotle’s analogy of being and the purely 
relative conception of difference it involves, and having considered 
the biological and physical consequences of the domestication of 
matter it implies, Deleuze returns to the path on which the Stoics 
initially set out. Aristotle, however sophisticated, represents a false 
start for thinking about difference and coming-to-be in the wake of 
Plato. Deleuze’s positive investigation of becoming, individuation, 
and virtuality, however, cannot proceed very far on the basis of his 
polemic against Aristotle. To develop the analysis further, he takes 
up different Hellenistic philosophical assets: the Stoic subsistence of 
non-being that is in a sense, which he considers a worthy inheritor 


of Plato’s anti-Eleaticism in the Sophist, and also, crucially, the 
Epicurean theory of intrinsic atomic determination, which provides 
a template for Deleuze’s theory of problematic ideas, and which I 
turn to now. 
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Epicureanism: Atoms and Minima 


Besides the Stoics, the Epicureans provide the most important 
ancient Greek conceptual resources that Deleuze appropriates. 
While the influence of Aristotle is palpable but negative, that of 
Epicurus is positive but somewhat obscure. Two of Epicurus’s 
physical ideas in particular are important to Deleuze: the distinction 
between physically indivisible atoms and conceptually indivisible 
minima or “minimal parts,” and the famous atomic “swerve.” 

This importance, however, is far from obvious at first glance. 
Deleuze devotes only a short, early essay, “Lucréce et le naturalisme” 
to discussing Epicureanism directly (later revised and included as 
“Lucretius and the Simulacrum” in the appendix to Logic of Sense). 
References to Epicurus or Lucretius do appear sporadically in later 
texts like A Thousand Plateaus and What is Philosophy?, but the 
allusions go mostly unsubstantiated, as if Deleuze had already done 
so elsewhere. The discussion of Epicureanism in Difference and 
Repetition, which is, on my reading, absolutely crucial to 
understanding how important it is to him, is less than a page long. 
Nevertheless, this chapter and the next one are mostly devoted to it. 

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze makes the brief and initially 
opaque claim that Epicurean atomism introduces a “problematic 
idea” to the philosophical conception of nature (DR 184). That’s a 
credit to Epicurus. Problem and problematic have a positive 
valence. As I outlined in the introduction, Deleuze argues that 
thinking only really occurs in the face of a problem robustly 
defined, a provocative involuntary encounter where conventional 
representations fail us. Problems that have no solutions (at least not 
yet) stimulate thought or act as a motor for developing new ideas. 


Such problems stymie the usual operational algorithms of judgment 
and concept application. It’s hard to say anything about them from 
the standpoint of the latter, and so problems appear vague, 
imprecise, “undetermined.” Yet Deleuze contends that this negative 
characterization of problems is insufficient, since problems possess 
a power of determining themselves, from which they derive their 
motive force. To associate Epicureanism with problems is to hint 
that it is more receptive than many other philosophical schools to 
this power of self-determination inherent in problematic 
multiplicities. 

Deleuze discusses Epicurean atomism in the context of the theory 
of Ideas (capitalized in the translation to suggest the term’s 
technical sense and prestigious provenance) in Chapter 4 of 
Difference and Repetition and the investigation of “differentiation,” a 
term borrowed from the operation of finding the derivative of a 
function in calculus. Brief though it is, the discussion of Epicurean 
atomism indicates that it represents, for Deleuze, an ancient 
analogue or anticipation of the approach to problematic ideas that 
Deleuze admires and aims to build on, namely, that which he finds 
in post-Kantian interpreters of the differential calculus. 

To make best sense of this line of thinking, I will first discuss in 
this chapter Epicurean arguments for atomism and for subatomic 
minima of quantity, particularly in relation to Greek geometry, to 
show how Epicureanism is “problematic” in the sense that Deleuze 
and Guattari oppose to “theorematic” in A Thousand Plateaus. This 
lays the groundwork for the next chapter, in which I contextualize 
Deleuze’s discussion of Epicurean physics in his reading of Kant, 
calculus, and the theory of “differentiation” in Difference and 
Repetition. 


Atomism, minima, magnitude 


Epicurus’s argument for the existence of physically indivisible 
atoms is famous. It begins with a “general view about the things 
that are non-evident” (Ep. Hdt. 38), involving two basic principles 
that constitute a consciously anti-Aristotelian theory of generation 
and destruction: “Nothing comes into being from what is not,” and 
what is destroyed does not “disappear into what is not” (Ep. Hdt. 
38-9). That is, Epicurus affirms that there is no generation and 
destruction simpliciter, denying one of the four kinds of change 


Aristotle had recognized (Gen. corr. 320a1-2; cf. Ph. 191b8-16 on 
coming-to-be from what is not). In fact, for Epicurus, there’s 
nothing more to these processes than the association (sunkrisis) and 
dissociation (diakrisis) of parts, an idea Aristotle had ascribed to 
Democritus and criticized (Gen. corr. 317a16-20). Next Epicurus 
argues that all association and dissociation must be a function of 
bodies and the void, because they are the only two per se existents 
(Ep. Hdt. 39-40). The existence of bodies is empirically obvious, 
and it is equally obvious that they move. Since movement implies 
some place into which to move, this place (“void”) must also exist. 

Note that Epicurean void is not an incorporeal in the Stoic sense 
(Sedley 1982). That’s an innovation. For Democritus, it seems, void 
did possess the status of “non-being that is in a sense” later 
reaffirmed in the Stoic conception of incorporeals: Democritus calls 
it both to kenon (the empty) and to mé on (the non-existent) (S.E. M. 
7. 135). In contrast, and perhaps in order to respond to Aristotle’s 
criticisms of Democritean void (Ph. 213a15-19), Epicurus basically 
conflates void with place (Ep. Hdt. 40; S.E. M. 10. 2). Epicurean 
atoms and void are both beings; they are not contraries that would 
be inconsistent with or exclude one another. In fact, they largely 
coincide to the extent that occupied void is just an atom’s place. 

Not only are bodies and void all that is, for Epicurus. Some 
bodies are indivisible, which is to say indestructible, and constitute 
the lower limit of dissociation: 


Among bodies, some are compounds [sunkriseis], 
and some are those things from which 
compounds are made. And these are atomic and 
unchangeable [atoma kai ametabléta], if indeed 
things are not all going to be destroyed into non- 
being. (Ep. Hdt. 40-1, translation modified) 


The argument refers to Epicurus’s second principle about what is 
non-evident: if there were no atoms, then the destruction of bodies 
would be destruction simpliciter, “into non-being” (eis to mé on). 
Since there is no such destruction, there must be atoms. 

Gabor Betegh points out that conventional interpretations of this 
argument usually suppose that Epicurus is referring to “an infinite 


series of divisions [of bodies] resulting in sheer nothing” or 
“pulverization into sizeless parts” (2006: 265). That interpretation 
is standard because Epicurus is believed to be rehearsing a 
Democritean argument against infinite division, also reported and 
then criticized by Aristotle (Gen. corr. 316a23-34). Democritus 
apparently argued that absurd consequences follow if you accept 
the contrary of atomism, which he calls the assumption that bodies 
are “wholly divisible” (panté diaireton). If a body is wholly divisible 
then it is possible that eventually it will have been wholly divided 
(panté diéremenon). Although this line of thinking involves a dicey 
shift of the scope of the modal operator—just because a magnitude 
can be divided anywhere doesn’t mean it can be divided everywhere 
simultaneously—Democritus considered the possibility of being 
wholly divided sufficient to reduce the contrary of atomism to 
absurdity: 


What, then, will remain? A magnitude? No, that 
is impossible, since then there will be something 
not divided . ... But if it is admitted that neither 
a body nor a magnitude will remain, and yet 
division is to take place, the body will either 
consist of points (and its constituents will be 
without magnitude) or the body will be 
absolutely nothing. (Gen. corr. 316a23-7, 
translation modified) 


That a body is composed of nothing is patently absurd, but to 
emphasize the sense in which the other alternative—that a body is 
constituted by points—is no less absurd, Democritus imagines the 
Humpty-Dumpty-type scenario of attempting to put a _ body 
completely divided into points back together again. By the 
definitions accepted by ancient geometers—for example, Euclid: “A 
point is that which has no part” (I.Def.1)—points have zero 
extension in any dimension of magnitude, so making an extended 
body out of points is impossible. Thus bodies can’t be “wholly” 
divisible, lest they either disappear into non-being or nothingness, 
or, what comes to the same thing, into dimensionless points. 
Democritus concludes, their divisibility must therefore come to a 


stop somewhere: in other words, there must be indivisible minimal 
magnitudes, or atoms. 

Democritus introduces this consideration about division into 
points probably because his argument derives in turn from an 
earlier one about infinity, reported by Simplicius (In Phys. 139.3-19 
and 140.27-141) and usually attributed to Zeno of Elea (White 
1992; Betegh 2006). Brian Skyrms calls this progenitor Zeno’s 
“Paradox of Measure.” It entertains the supposition that n- 
dimensional magnitudes consist of infinite sums of (n-1)- 
dimensional entities, and destroys it by showing that it implies a 
dilemma with an intolerable conclusion. 

Suppose that, for example, a line segment is composed of an 
infinite number of points: 


[I] Either the [points] all have zero magnitude 
or they all have [the same] positive magnitude. 

[II] If they have zero magnitude, the line 
segment will have zero magnitude, since the 
magnitude of the whole is the sum of the 
magnitudes of its parts. 

[III] If they have [the same] positive 
magnitude, then the line segment will have 
infinite magnitude, for the same reason. (Skyrms 
1983) 


In either case, it’s not a finite line composed of infinite points. 
Possibly this sort of Eleatic puzzle convinced Democritus to say 
there are indivisible, atomic magnitudes. Democritean atomism 
means the rejection of the supposition Zeno proves untenable and 
the counterclaim that n-dimensional magnitudes are actually 
composed of finite sums of minimal n-dimensional entities. 

For his part, Aristotle also rejects the dubious supposition that 
magnitudes are composed of sums of points, but unlike Democritus 
he does accept that a given magnitude is “infinitely divisible,” just 
in a different sense of “infinite,” and this is how he defuses the 
atomist’s argument. Democritus seems to presuppose that infinity is 
something that could refer to a completed operation or whole. 


Aristotle vigorously denies that (Ph. 206a18-21; 207a7-14; Sedley 
2008). Instead he famously advocates what is known (quite 
misleadingly) as “potential infinity”: infinity refers to an 
inexhaustible, necessarily incomplete process that always leaves a 
remainder. Seizing on Democritus’s failure to distinguish 
sufficiently between being divisible and being actually divided, 
Aristotle approves only of the view that infinity means you could 
always make another division somewhere, not that infinity would 
ever imply being divided everywhere all at once (Gen. corr. 
317a7-9; Lear 1980: 200). This conception of infinity neutralizes 
one of Zeno’s horns: there’s no need to worry about a magnitude 
being actually divided into parts lacking the requisite dimensions 
for reconstituting the original magnitude, since the process of 
division never comes to an end, and so you don’t need to accept 
Democritus’s conclusion. 

Democritus’s view is not merely that there are indivisible 
magnitudes but that there are indivisible bodies. Yet his argument 
depends on a tradition of reasoning about magnitudes as sums of 
limit entities—Euclid again: “The limits [perata] of a line are 
points” (I.Def.3). As David Furley (1967: 111-14) points out, 
Democritus hasn’t yet distinguished physical from mathematical or 
conceptual indivisibility. That changes with Epicurus, whose 
atomism is self-consciously “two-tiered” (Sorabji 1983: 348), 
meaning it treats physical atoms as distinct from indivisible quanta 
of magnitude. Epicurus calls such subatomic magnitudes, which 
remain magnitudes without “dissolving into nothingness,” ta 
elakhista, the substantivized superlative of elakhus, “little.” Lucretius 
translates the term “minima.” 

A pervasive assumption about Epicurus is that his arguments for 
atoms and for elakhista are interdependent or analogous because 
both appear to be applications of Zeno’s paradox of measure. 
Arguing for minima, Epicurus says: 


One must not believe that there can be an 
unlimited number of sizes—no matter how small 
—in a finite body. Consequently, not only must 
one get rid of [the idea of] unlimited division 
into smaller pieces [“epi  toulatton,” the 


comparative degree of elakhiston], so that we do 
not make everything weak and are not forced in 
our conceptions of compounds to reduce the 
things that exist to non-existence, but one must 
also not believe that within finite bodies there is 
an unlimited movement, not even by smaller and 
smaller stages. (Ep. Hdt. 56, translation 
modified) 


The passage appears to refer to Zeno’s first horn (Skyrms’s [II]), the 
idea that infinite division would “reduce existence to non- 
existence.” The following passage appears to allude to the other one 
(Skyrms’s [III]): 


For as soon as one says that there is in some 
thing an unlimited number of sizes, no matter 
how small, then one cannot think how this 
magnitude could any longer be limited. For 
obviously those infinitely many bits must have 
some magnitude; and no matter how small they 
might be, the magnitude [of the whole] would 
for all that be infinite. (Ep. Hdt. 57, translation 
modified) 


Epicurus, like Democritus, rejects the supposition that Zeno’s 
paradox shows to be flawed. Finite bodies do not contain an infinite 
number of magnitudes; rather, every finite body contains a finite 
number of magnitudes. Unlike Democritus, however, Epicurus 
extends this conclusion even to the atom. The idea is that while 
atoms are physically indivisible they are not theoretically or 
conceptually indivisible, and that conceptually indivisible entities 
(elakhista or minima) are the ultimate units of magnitude. 
Democritus argued for ultimate units of magnitude (minima) from 
broadly Zenonian considerations, but his mistake was to call those 
entities atoms. Atoms are actually multiples of minima: no atom can 


be made up of only one minimal part (Ep. Hdt. 59; Lucr. 1.628-34). 

Since Epicurus avoids committing Democritus’s error of 
conflating atoms and minima, the notion that Epicurus’s arguments 
for atoms and minima are analogous is implausible. Although the 
passages I have quoted from the argument for minima do seem to 
recall the phrasing of Zeno’s paradox, the crux of the second one is 
that Epicurus refuses to imagine that even the bits into which an 
infinitely divided body is divided are “sizeless.” Sizeless bits, such 
as populate geometry books, are not even conceivable. Having 
learned a lesson from Aristotle’s response to Democritus, Epicurus 
rejects the assumption underlying Democritus’s thought 
experiments, that infinite divisibility is possible even in thought. 

In fact, many scholars think that Epicurus is also trying to 
outmaneuver Aristotle and that Epicurean minimism ought to be 
seen as part of a generalized attack on the related Aristotelian 
conceptions of so-called potential infinity and change or motion 
(kinésis)—which is why Epicurus considers infinite divisibility and 
the thesis that there is motion by “smaller and smaller” stages 
equally untenable. According to Furley, for example, Epicurus’s 
rejection of the infinite divisibility and continuity of magnitude and 
motion rests on a critique of an Aristotelian conception of 
potentiality (1967: 128), which is closely related to, and actually 
underwrites, them. Aristotle undermines Democritus’s argument 
against the “contrary of atomism” by exposing the wrongheaded 
conception of infinity that could be identified with a completed 
series of operations. Aristotle prefers “potential infinity.” As 
Michael White puts it, for Aristotle the “infinite divisibility of 
continuous magnitudes ... appeals to a fundamental and irreducible 
potentiality” (1992: 196). Although it is the scholarly convention, 
it’s a bit odd to call this “potentiality.” Usually in Aristotle to say 
something is “potentially” x presupposes that it could be, or will be, 
actually x—exactly what is denied in this case. The “fundamental 
and irreducible” potentiality involved here is not relative, or 
reducible, to some looked-for actual state (Bostock 1973; Lear 
1980). Rather it refers to “primitive or ‘surd’ potentialities” (White 
1992: 196), which means characterized by the inexhaustibility of 
processes (like division) that proceed endlessly. Epicurus’s critique 
of Aristotle is catalyzed by skepticism toward this dubious 
ontological category (White 1992: 197; compare Furley 1967: 155). 

“Surd potentiality” does work in Aristotelian physics, not only in 


the defense of infinite divisibility but also in the theory of motion 
(kinésis) (Furley 1967: 153-4). Aristotle famously describes motion 
as the “actuality of potentiality qua potentiality” (Ph. 201a11, 
251a9; Metaph. 1065b16). This definition requires surd potentiality, 
not just potentiality relative to actuality, because although motion 
is an actualization it is an “incomplete” (atelés) one, as its end lies 
outside itself (Ph. 201b31). For example, in the motion of building a 
house, the actuality of the building lies in a house having been built 
not in the process of building, which is evanescent and disappears 
in its moment of fruition. As Aryeh Kosman (1969) puts it, “motion 
does not ... just happen to cease, its essential activity is devoted to 
ceasing. Its being is auto-subversive.” Aristotle says motion is 
incomplete actualization because “the potential whose actuality 
[motion] is is [itself] incomplete” (Ph. 201b32). In a nutshell, the 
potentiality to move, like the potentiality to be infinitely divided, 
never stands for a completed sum of operations. 

The theory of motion is the battleground where Epicurus takes on 
Aristotelian surd potentiality. In general, Aristotle asserts the 
importance of surd kinésis by showing how absurd it is to say that 
magnitude, time, and motion are discontinuous, or composed of 
indivisible (adiaireton) parts. He resists any attempt to reduce 
motions, kinéseis, to kinémata, “jumps” or, more literally, “having- 
moveds.” For example, in the Physics he imagines what it would be 
like if a body composed of indivisibles underwent a motion also 
composed of indivisible jumps (231b19-232a18). Look closely, he 
says, and you see that at any given moment no part of the body is 
actually in motion but it has always just completed a motion. 
Aristotle detects a whiff of incoherence: something will have moved 
without having ever been moving; “motion will consist not of 
motions [kinéseis] but of jumps [kinémata], and will take place by a 
thing’s having completed a motion without being in motion” 
(232a7-8). On the assumption of discontinuous motion, every 
minimal part will have moved across a minimal magnitude without 
moving through it. Aristotle is opposed to what one commentator 
calls such “cinematographic” motion (Miller 1982); motion can’t be 
a matter of motionless snapshots. But why not? Much of Aristotle’s 
argumentation relies on the assumption that “something moving 
from one place to another should not, at the same time, be in the 
process of moving [kineisthai] and have completed its motion 
[kekinésthai]” (Ph. 231b29-30). The applicability of this “essentially 


linguistic” principle (White 1992: 253) to physics is far from 
unquestionable. Fred Miller (1982) charitably says that Aristotle is 
arguing, as usual, from ta phainomena or how things seem to us. He 
could just as well be arguing from linguistic endoxa: our grammar 
distinguishes past and present tenses, perfect and progressive 
aspects, and this tells us something about the world. 

The Epicureans, on the other hand, embrace precisely the 
conception of motion that Aristotle repudiates. According to 
Simplicius, 


[The Epicureans] say that that which moves is 
moving [kineisthai] over the whole magnitude 
constituted out of partless units, but with respect 
to each of the partless units it is not moving, but 
has moved [kekinésthai]. Because if one were to 
postulate that that which moves over the whole 
is moving over these [indivisibles], they would 
be divisible. (In Phys. 934. 26-30) 


Here it seems Greek grammar does not make a case one way or 
another for the nature of motion. At the macro-level it is perfectly 
fine to say that the moving body moves in the present tense, but at 
the micro-level specifying the atomic nature of bodies and the 
minimal parts constitutive of atoms requires precision terminology 
at odds with conventional usage: motion proceeds by jumps, which 
is to say that at any given moment it is not moving, but has moved. 
In fact, this is precisely what Epicurus writes: “one must not believe 
that within finite bodies there is infinite motion, not even by 
smaller and smaller stages,” but that there is some minimum 
quantum of motion (Ep. Hdt. 58). 

The conflict with conventional language is exacerbated if we fail 
to appreciate that the Epicureans also treat time as constituted of 
minima (Simplicius, In Phys. 934.5-6; S.E. M 10.143). If time were 
continuous, but motion and magnitude discontinuous, a fine-grain 
analysis would reveal motion “staccato”: moving bodies alternate, 
resting for a short duration, then moving, then resting. In this case, 
objections to cinematographic motion would have more purchase, 
since time would provide an intimation of the continuity motion 


and magnitude lack. But the Epicureans apparently accept 
Aristotle’s principle that “the same reasoning applies equally to 
magnitude, to time, and to motion: either all of these are composed 
of indivisibles and are divisible into indivisibles, or none are” (Ph. 
231b18-20), but they put it to work in support of an atomist 
physics. 

Perhaps the most famous of Aristotle’s putatively devastating 
arguments against atomism assumes that time is not made of 
minima. In a well-known passage, Aristotle imagines a Democritean 
atom crossing a spatial limit (Ph. 240b8-241a6). The context 
implies it is a two-dimensional minimal magnitude, like a plane 
figure (by hypothesis partless, that is, not further divisible), crossing 
a one-dimensional line. But it’s also possible to picture a three- 
dimensional minimal volume crossing a two-dimensional plane. 
Because Democritus’s atoms were supposed to be simultaneously 
physically and conceptually indivisible, that left him vulnerable to a 
major criticism. This thought experiment is meant to show how 
wrong the thesis of partless indivisibles is because crossing a limit 
makes it possible to conceive of dividing allegedly conceptual 
minima. As a minimum moves across a limit, there are three 
options: it is either completely on the near side of the limit, 
completely on the far side, or partly on one side and partly on the 
other. But all three are impossible: if it’s on the near side then it 
hasn’t moved, if it’s on the far side then it has already moved, and if 
it is partly on one side and partly on the other then it is 
conceptually divisible (240b24-30). That is, if you assume an 
indivisible is moving then either it is not really moving or it is not 
really an indivisible. 

Furley (1967) suggests that Epicurus’s two-tiered atomism is a 
surgical response to this kind of objection, and that it both 
overcomes Aristotle’s complaints and corrects the weaknesses of 
Democritus. Aristotle assumes there is such a thing as “the time in 
which [the indivisible] is changing” with respect to place, in the 
present tense or the progressive aspect (Ph. 240b24). On the one 
hand, as Simplicius informs us, Epicurus rejects this assumption that 
change or motion means that something is changing or moving. 
Instead, he affirms that motion, magnitude, and time are indeed all 
constituted of jumps or “having-moveds” and implies that the 
kinésis-kinémata distinction is artificial. On the other hand, Epicurus 
concedes that Democritus’s failure to distinguish physical and 


conceptual minima is a major flaw. Although physically uncuttable, 
Epicurean atoms are not partless, being themselves constituted of 
minima of magnitude (Ep. Hdt. 59). 

So on one level, Epicurus bites Aristotle’s bullet: yes, motion does 
occur by jumps. The absurdities that Aristotle claims are attendant 
upon atomism (“it has moved without moving”) depend on an 
interpretation of motion (kinésis) as a species of surd or incomplete 
potentiality, structurally identical to the conception of infinite 
divisibility (apeiron kata diairesin) that is not immune from 
criticism. In a nutshell, Epicurus exposes Aristotle’s dismissal of 
atomism as involving a petitio principii: Aristotle argues that finite 
divisibility (atomism) is impossible on the basis of a conception of 
motion that involves a recourse to infinite divisibility (potential 
infinity). On another level, Epicurus rejects Aristotle’s assumption 
(derived from Democritus) that atoms are identifiable with spatial 
minima. Aristotle says: imagine a minimum magnitude crossing a 
limit, and you have a problem. Epicurus responds by implying that 
there is no problem imagining an atom traversing a limit because 
atoms can be conceptually (if not physically) divided into minimal 
parts, and an atom’s crossing a limit occurs in increments of these. 
Discontinuity is not as incoherent as Aristotle thinks, because if 
time, space, and motion are all equally quantized it’s not possible to 
set discontinuous motion in the context of temporal continuity (or 
vice versa). 

I think the interpretive key to Epicurean minima lies in the 
implied distinction in Aristotle’s analysis of motion between minima 
and limit entities like points, lines, and the spatial limit across 
which he imagines minima travelling. By limit entities I mean the 
(n-1)-dimensional entities that stand as the boundaries (perata) or 
“extremities” (akra) of n-dimensional magnitudes: the zero- 
dimensional point is the limit of the one-dimensional line, the line 
is the limit of the two-dimensional plane, the plane is the limit of 
the three-dimensional body. A line has an endpoint, a body has a 
surface. 

Epicurus is obviously interested in this distinction between 
minima and limit entities. He argues: 


Since the finite thing has an extreme [akron] 
which can be distinguished even if it cannot be 


conceived as existing by itself, it is impossible 
not to think of the next thing in succession [to 
hexés|] to [the extreme] as being of the same 
character and that by moving forward thus from 
one thing in succession to the next it turns out 
that one will in this fashion reach infinity 
conceptually. (Ep. Hdt. 57) 


Aristotle’s theory of magnitude required hypothesizing a difference 
in kind between limit entities and the constituent entities of a 
continuous magnitude—for example, the difference between an 
endpoint of a line and the continuous points within it—to the extent 
that he thought a continuum has limit entities within it only 
“potentially.” Such a continuum can be infinitely divided, thus 
actualizing certain endpoints with each division, but without ever 
actualizing all of them. But Epicurus says here that this kind of 
distinction between endpoints and continuous points does not hold 
up to scrutiny. White interprets it as a dialectical argument working 
with Aristotelian premises (1992: 204-5). Epicurus begins with the 
suggestion that any finite thing has an actualized limit, that is, a 
true limit with null measure or null extension in at least one 
dimension, which an Aristotelian should accept. Then he tries to 
trap the hypothetical interlocutor by asking, “do we not first think 
of the actual surface or extremity, and then of the internal spatial 
constitution of the body in terms of a unit ‘of the same sort’ 
(toiouton) next in succession to the actual surface, another such unit 
next to it, etc., until we fill up the internal spatial volume of the 
object?” (White 1992: 207) The term “in succession” (hexés/ 
ephexés) that Epicurus invokes actually has an Aristotelian 
provenance. It refers to an organization of entities that are neither 
continuous (sunekhé) nor contiguous (haptomena). Things are 
continuous, Aristotle says, if their limits are one and the same, 
contiguous if their limits are together, and “in succession” if there is 
nothing of their kind in between them (Ph. 231a21-4). While 
Aristotle denied that indivisibles could be arranged continuously or 
contiguously, he left a “loophole” in not ruling out that minima 
could be arranged in succession (White 1992: 203; cf. Furley 1967: 
115 and Sorabji 1983: 367-75). If Epicurus’s hypothetical 


Aristotelian interlocutor accepts that a finite magnitude can be 
“filled up” with dimensionless limits, he will then have accepted, 
Epicurus thinks, that a finite n-dimensional magnitude is constituted 
from an infinite sum of (n-1)-dimensional limits, and consequently 
be impaled on one of the horns of Zeno’s paradox of measure. 

I’m not convinced that this argument, as Furley, Sorabji, and 
White reconstruct it, would succeed against Aristotle. Although he 
doesn’t rule out the constitution of continua from indivisibles 
arranged ephexés at first (Ph. 231a25-29), he does appear to do soa 
bit later (231b6-9). Nevertheless I believe that it provides a 
conceptual key for understanding Epicurean minima. Epicurus 
imagines a scenario in which a magnitude is understood as a sum of 
its limit entities, implying that this would be a problem for Aristotle 
since it exposes him to Zeno’s dilemma. But it won’t be a problem 
for Epicurus, who accepts Democritus’s atomic hypothesis: n- 
dimensional magnitudes are not composed of infinite sums of (n-1)- 
dimensional entities, but of finite sums of minimal n-dimensional 
entities. What his argument against Aristotle shows, then, is that if 
you accept the atomic hypothesis, then you should not believe that 
minima or indivisibles have the properties of true limit entities. 
That’s precisely the error Aristotle makes in criticizing atomism. He 
claims, for instance, that “time is not composed of nows, just as a 
line is not composed of points, and motion is not composed of 
jumps [kinématon]; for this theory [sc. of indivisibles] simply makes 
motion consist of indivisibles in exactly the same way as time is 
made to consist of nows or a length of points” (Ph. 241a4-5). 
Aristotle’s arguments against the constitution of magnitudes by 
indivisibles assume that such indivisibles do have the properties of 
limits. 

Epicurus maintains, on the contrary, that they can’t. In fact, we 
should read him as pointing out the impossibility of maintaining 
simultaneously (1) that magnitudes are constituted by the same sort 
of entities as their limits, and (2) that such entities retain the 
characteristics of true limit entities (i.e., having zero-measure in at 
least one dimension) (White 1992: 213). While Aristotle accepts (2) 
and rejects (1), Epicurus accepts (1) and rejects (2). For Epicurus, 
all bodies, including atoms, are constituted by (finite) sums of 
minimal, indivisible quanta, and even the extremities (akra) of 
bodies are made of minima. There are no Aristotelian limit entities 
in addition, because, as I said, Epicurus rejects Aristotle’s idea that 


there is a difference between, for example, an endpoint and a 
continuous point in a line. Of course, there is something at the edge 
of an Epicurean magnitude, but it is a minimum magnitude in the 
relevant dimension, not a dimensionless limit. 

But here’s the rub. Even though minima manifestly lack the 
properties of true limits, Epicurus says that “we must believe that 
the minimal and indivisible parts are limits [perata]” (Ep. Hdt. 59). 
In other words, Epicurus encourages us to imagine minima as limits 
that are not limit entities. These are non-dimensionless limits, 
“inconceivably small but nevertheless finite quantit[ies]” (Konstan 
1979: 404). Understandably, the view smacked of incoherence to 
Epicurus’s enemies. When placed in the context of geometry, the 
theory of minima looks like a theory of indivisible infinitesimals 
(White 1992: 229), actual entities smaller than any assignable finite 
entity, whose magnitude is not strictly equal to zero but so 
negligible that it can be taken to be equal to zero. Epicurus appears 
to attribute to minima a paradoxical, infinitesimal status, 
ambiguous between possessing and lacking the relevant extension; 
they have some minimal magnitude in all dimensions but are 
identified explicitly with (what one naturally takes to be 
dimensionless) limits. 


Unlearning geometry 


The Epicurean defense of infinitesimals in the form of minima 
looked to many to be irreconcilable with the foundations of Greek 
geometry, since infinitesimals conflict with the accepted definition 
of limit entities. The Epicureans had the reputation of being both 
averse to and ignorant of geometry. Here’s Cicero: 


It is also unworthy of a natural philosopher to 
believe in minima; an error that [Epicurus] 
surely would have avoided if he had been 
willing to let his friend Polyaenus teach him 
geometry instead of making Polyaenus unlearn 
it. (Fin. 1.20, translation modified) 


Many geometers and philosophers were bent on blocking the 


attempt to replace limit entities with minimal quanta. For instance, 
a widely accepted axiom of Greek geometry, the so-called “Axiom 
of Archimedes,” was most likely a formal attempt to rule out 
infinitesimal magnitudes (White 1992: 148-9). Archimedes 
articulates it twice. In the Preface to the Quadratura parabolae he 
writes: “The following lemma is assumed: that the excess by which 
the greater of (two) unequal areas exceeds the less can, by being 
added to itself, be made to exceed any given finite area.” Elsewhere, 
he postulates that “of unequal lines, unequal surfaces, and unequal 
solids, the greater exceeds the less by such a magnitude as, when 
added to itself, can be made to exceed any assigned magnitude 
among those which are comparable with [it and with] one another” 
(De sphaera et cylindro, post. 5). The axiom can be rephrased in a 
way that echoes Zeno’s “paradox of measure.” Assume an 
infinitesimal difference i between two magnitudes. If you add i to 
itself in the way Archimedes describes and the sum eventually 
exceeds not only the two given magnitudes but any magnitude, then 
it was not really an infinitesimal to begin with; it was not infinitely 
small, just very finitely small. If, on the other hand, adding i to 
itself infinitely many times does not exceed any finite quantity, 
then, equally, it wasn’t an infinitesimal, just a limit-entity without 
positive value in the relevant dimension of magnitude. The 
argument purports to show that infinitesimal quantities are 
untenable and it was apparently widespread. Archimedes attributes 
the lemma to “earlier geometers” (Quadratura parabolae, pref.), 
most likely referring to Aristotle’s contemporary Eudoxus (De 
sphaera et cylindro, pref.), and Aristotle paraphrases the axiom at 
least twice (Ph. 266b2-4; Sens. 445b27-8). 

Cicero reports that Epicurus convinced his friend the 
mathematician Polyaenus to forget all that: all geometry was false 
(Acad. 2.106). Why would he do so? Epicurus reacted strongly 
against his geometrical context, especially the mathematization of 
cosmology effected by the school of Eudoxus, and turned toward 
speculative physics (Sedley 1976). One explanation, strongly 
suggested by the Letter to Herodotus, is that Epicurus thought the 
turn was ethically justified. He defines physics as understanding the 
“causes of the most important things,” for example knowing that 
meteorological phenomena have nothing to do with the will of the 
gods (Ep. Hdt. 78), and claims that such causal understanding 
conduces to tranquility (ataraxia) and the absence of pain 


associated with pious fear (Ep. Hdt. 83). He explicitly contrasts 
atomic physics with mathematical cosmology, which he calls “the 
investigation into settings and risings and turnings, and eclipses and 
matters related to these.” Astronomers studying such things acquire 
a kind of descriptive knowledge through applied geometry but not 
the knowledge of causes. Thus they “have fears just the same as if 
they did not have this special knowledge—and perhaps even more” 
(Ep. Hdt. 79). 

Even though Epicurus’s justification for challenging conventional 
Eudoxan geometry seems largely ethical, the challenge may also 
have mathematical teeth. It is possible that Epicurus’s criticisms of 
Aristotle, especially the criticisms of the notion of potential motion 
and Aristotle’s surd conception of infinity, achieve (perhaps only 
implicitly) a transformation of geometrical thinking. The question 
is: are Epicurean infinitesimal minima really so geometrically 
devastating, or do they provide a powerful lever for destabilizing 
conventional geometrical assumptions along with the Aristotelian 
conception of nature to which the latter are related? If “Epicurus 
and his disciple Polyaenus ... used their theory of a mathematically 
smallest magnitude to reject conventional geometry as 
misconceived” (Sedley 2009: 35), there is no reason to reject out of 
hand the possibility that they thought conventional geometry was 
misconceived both ethically and mathematically. 

One reason why the Epicurean theory of indivisible quanta of 
magnitude, motion, and time was generally at odds with the 
standard geometry of the fourth century BCE is that this geometry 
was implicitly Aristotelian in character (White 1992: 219). Aristotle 
adopts and formalizes key assumptions of ancient Greek 
geometrical endoxa, for instance that limit entities are truly 
dimensionless and that magnitudes are not sums of limit entities but 
continua in which limit entities exist only potentially until 
actualized by an act of division. White summarizes: 


the geometrical conception of continuous 
magnitude and the Aristotelian metaphysics 
supporting that conception (particularly the 
Aristotelian elucidation of infinite divisibility in 
terms of potentiality) were considered, in the 


Hellenistic period, to be inseparable. (1992: 192) 


So what was a sophisticated atomist like Epicurus to do? The 
situation required subtlety. While Aristotle maintains that a 
continuous magnitude cannot be constituted of indivisibles (which 
he understands to be dimensionless limit entities) (Ph. 231b10-15), 
and that geometry, as the study of magnitude, cannot be pursued if 
indivisibles are assumed, Epicurus outmaneuvers Aristotle by 
arguing that magnitudes are composed of non-dimensionless 
indivisibles that nevertheless have some of the properties of limit 
entities, what we would call infinitesimals. These are arranged in 
succession (ephexés), neither continuously nor in contact with one 
another, which arrangement explains why magnitudes must be 
understood as quantized or discontinuous in nature. If this 
reconstruction is correct, then Epicurus’s practice of getting his 
followers to “unlearn geometry” means getting them to unlearn the 
assumptions or endoxa that predispose them toward Aristotelian 
metaphysics. 

Not that being thus predisposed implies some sort of intellectual 
failure. White repeatedly makes the point (1992: 141, 182, 281) 
that a mathematically respectable theory of the composition of 
magnitudes as sums of indivisibles (albeit indivisible limit entities), 
or in other words a true alternative to Aristotelian potentially 
infinite division, was not available until Cantor’s or Dedekind’s 
formalizations of continuity in the nineteenth century! The 
Epicurean embrace of infinitesimals is not yet rigorous; it remains, 
so to speak, “pre-scientific” or, as Cicero says, “unworthy of a 
physicist.” 

In order to save Epicurus from having to stand behind the 
devastating geometrical consequences of Epicurean atomism, 
commentators (like Furley 1967: 116) have focused on the question 
of whether Epicurus thinks his minima themselves have boundaries 
(genuine limits with zero measure in at least one dimension) or that 
minima are boundaries (are supposed to replace or do the same 
work as true limits)—the latter being apparently required by Ep. 
Hdt. 59. If limits and minima are compatible, the hope is that 
Epicurean atomism is not irredeemably at odds with Greek 
geometry, and might be reconciled with it somehow—say, by 
means of a finitist axiom-set, which the Epicurean Zeno of Sidon 
may have attempted (Proclus, In Eucl. 199-200, 213-14; Vlastos 


1965). If limits and minima are not compatible, however, then the 
Epicureans likely adopted a stonewall strategy toward geometry in 
general (Sedley 1976; Sorabji 1983: 372; White 1992: 231): an 
Epicurean does not feel obliged to respond to questions (either 
geometrical or philosophical) that bear witness to the questioner’s 
dedication to an abandoned geometrical worldview that persists in 
conceiving of quanta as embedded in an infinitely divisible, 
continuous, more or less Aristotelian magnitude where dubious 
potentialities and conceptions of infinity lurk. Even if Epicurus and 
Polyaenus were not consciously setting out to correct the errors of 
geometers, their geometrical intervention is probably a by-product 
of the broader Epicurean goal of undermining Aristotelianism. 

The intimate connection between Aristotelian metaphysics and 
Greek geometry is obvious when you consider Archimedes’s (or 
Eudoxus’s) Axiom and the repudiation of indivisibles. A version of 
the axiom is at work in Aristotle’s understanding of infinite 
divisibility (White 1992: 135, 148). Take Euclid’s “converse” 
version of the axiom: 


Two unequal magnitudes being set out, if from 
the greater there be subtracted a magnitude 
greater than its half, and from that which is left 
a magnitude greater than its half, and if this 
process is repeated continually, there will be left 
some magnitude less than the lesser magnitude 
set out. (Elements X.1) 


If the point of Archimedes’s Axiom in its standard form is that 
adding some positive value to a fraction of itself continuously 
produces larger and larger values, then the upshot of the converse 
axiom is that subtracting a fraction of some positive value from itself 
continuously produces smaller and smaller ones. On the assumption 
that an infinitesimal is an actual magnitude smaller than any 
magnitude, then relative to any finite quantity it should be 
negligible, virtually equal to zero. A corollary of Archimedes Axiom 
is that there are no such entities. In its standard form it denies the 
possibility of statements like x + i = x, where x is any finite 
magnitude and i is an actual infinitesimal, and in its “converse” 


form, the axiom denies statements like x — i = x. For instance, 
subtracting 2/3 of a value (say, 1) will give you 1/3 of the original 
value. Subtracting 2/3 of 1/3 will in turn give you a smaller value 
still (1/9 of the original value), and this process can be potentially 
continued (1/27, 1/81, 1/243, etc.) without ever reaching a value 
so small that, when subtracted, it leaves the other value the same. 
Aristotle appears to recognize that the two versions of the axiom 
are connected (Ph. 266b2-4), and fittingly denies the possibility of 
the actually infinitely large (206a15-18) as well as the actually 
infinitely small, preferring instead potential or “surd” infinity. 

Archimedes himself is much more ambivalent about his 
eponymous axiom and the repudiation of infinitesimals than the 
philosopher Aristotle. He also employs the converse version of the 
axiom in the so-called method of exhaustion to prove that the area 
of a parabola (bounded by a chord parallel to the tangent of the 
parabola’s vertex) is 4/3 the area of an inscribed triangle 
(Quadratura parabolae, props. 18-24; White 1992, 150). But this is 
where doubts about Aristotelian geometrical convention creep in. 

Saying that the quadrature of the parabola involves a “method of 
exhaustion” is misleading, since the proof invokes a basically 
Aristotelian or Euclidean “conception of the inexhaustibility of the 
infinite” (Dijksterhuis 1987: 130), infinity in the sense that for any 
finite value, however small, there is always a smaller value. There 
are no actually infinitely small magnitudes, such as could be 
brought together in a sum. Archimedes proves that the area of a 
parabola is 4/3 the area of the inscribed triangle by constructing 
two more triangles in the discrepant area in between the parabola 
and the original one, and then repeating this process without 
stopping. This method of “exhausting” the area by which the 
parabola exceeds the inscribed triangle (by filling it with other 
triangles) succeeds because at every step Archimedes proves that 
the total area of the triangles constructed is 1/4 the area of the 
larger triangle on whose sides they are constructed (Quadratura 
parabolae, prop. 22). 

One step of the proof, however, seems to look beyond the 
Aristotelian conception of potential infinity involved in the others. 
The climactic proposition 23 of Quadratura Parabolae proves 
something about the relation between 1/4 and 1/3 of an area. 
Imagine a square, Archimedes says, and let it be divided into 
quarters, A, B, C, and D. Area A I keep, and areas B and C I give 


away. Then I divide again the remaining area (D). If I were to 
divide it into three and keep 1/3, then at this point I would have 
exactly 1/3 of the entire original square (arithmetically, 1/4 + 
1/12 = 1/3). However, I don’t divide the remaining area into 
thirds, but again into quarters (call them E, F, G, and H) and then 
repeat the previous operation, keeping E for myself, and giving F 
and G away. If I were to divide H into three and keep 1/3 for myself 
then, once again, I would have exactly 1/3 of the original square 
(1/4 + 1/16 + 1/48 = 1/3). But, again, instead of dividing H into 
three, I quarter it, and this process continues indefinitely. The 
longer the process goes, Archimedes implies, the closer I get to 
having exactly 1/3 of the original square. 

The modern temptation is to regard Archimedes’s proof as the 
discovery of the concept of the sum of an infinite series: 1/3 as the 
sum of the series 1/4 + 1/42 + 1/43... + 1/4”. But this cannot 
be how Archimedes explicitly understood it. The geometrical and 
philosophical context in which Archimedes is writing was 
systematically hostile to the conception of a magnitude as an 
infinite sum. The proof by exhaustion, orthodoxly, presupposes only 
the Aristotelian conception of a process impossible to regard as 
completed. At most we can say that Archimedes anticipates the 
modern notion of limit in an inexplicit, “intuitive sense,” because 
for someone in Archimedes’s context identifying an area with an 
infinite sum would be just as “unscientific” and “unworthy of a 
physicist” as appealing to indivisibles (White 1992: 141-42). 

Nevertheless, Archimedes himself elsewhere makes exactly such 
an appeal. His Method of Mechanical Theorems is, so to speak, a 
meta-geometrical work in which he shows how the “pure 
geometrical” proofs demonstrated elsewhere were worked out by 
means of concepts derived from mechanics (Method, pref.). While 
the proof of the quadrature of the parabola in Quadratura parabolae 
is “purely geometrical,” involving fractions, plane figures, and so 
on, the Method accomplishes the same proof in an alternative style 
by means of mechanical concepts like “fulcrum,” “centre of 
gravity,” and so on. To accomplish his second quadrature of a 
parabola (Method, prop.1), Archimedes inscribes both the parabola 
and triangle taken from Quadratura inside an even larger triangle, 
four times the area of the original inscribed triangle, then uses a 
line segment functioning as a lever to “balance” the parabola on the 
larger triangle (using the so-called “barycentric method”). 


Constructing this elaborate imaginary mechanical system enables 
Archimedes to apply his “lever principle” (from De planorum 
aequilibriis, prop. 6): “commensurable magnitudes are in 
equilibrium at distances inversely proportional to their weights (or 
areas, in the case of plane figures)” (White 1992: 210). Knowing the 
distance at which the triangle and the parabola are in equilibrium, 
Archimedes can determine the area of the parabola, which turns out 
to be 1/3 that of the larger triangle. Since the smaller triangle is 
1/4 the area of the larger, he thus shows that the parabola must be 
4/3 the area of the triangle inscribed within it. Crucially, however, 
Archimedes can only pin the parabola to the balancing system by 
conceiving of its area as constituted by (an infinity of) parallel lines 
that are extended out to constitute the larger triangle he has 
constructed (White 1992: 210). Archimedes himself appeals to 
magnitudes being composed of infinite sums of indivisibles in order 
to describe the method by which he arrived at his most famous 
proof in Quadratura parabolae. 

Archimedes seems to be embarrassed by this “unscientific” 
assumption. He apologetically explains that the conclusion sought 
“igs not actually demonstrated by the argument used; but that 
argument has given a sort of indication that the conclusion is true” 
(Method, prop.1). The mechanical system he imagines is deficient in 
probative force on account of the unscientific use of indivisibles 
(Dijksterhuis 1987: 319). Despite his embarrassment, however, the 
fact that Archimedes deploys unscientific assumptions suggests their 
geometrical usefulness. Archimedes is in a “psychologically 
awkward position” (White 1992: 212): treating n-dimensional 
magnitudes as composed of (n-1)-dimensional entities is useful—in 
fact, it enables Archimedes to produce one of the most admired 
ancient geometrical proofs—but as far as the consensus among 
ancient geometers goes, it must be wrong. 

Epicurus’s theory of minima avoids any such psychological 
awkwardness. He doesn’t embrace the view that an n-dimensional 
magnitude (e.g., a two-dimensional triangle) is constituted of 
magnitudes of (n-1)-dimensions (one-dimensional lines) any more 
than Archimedes does. But he does contend that the n-dimensional 
minima out of which such a triangle is constituted nevertheless 
behave like magnitudes of (n—1)-dimensions. This is, perhaps, what 
Epicurus means by provocatively identifying limits (perata) with 
minimal parts (Ep. Hdt. 59) and arguing that such indivisibles 


provide intrinsic measures of the magnitude of bodies (Ep. Hdt. 58). 
Although the evidence that Epicureans like Polyaenus and Zeno of 
Sidon were concerned with correcting geometrical orthodoxy or 
making geometry consistent with atomism is slim, Archimedes 
himself, despite being at pains to seem conventional and lending his 
name to the axiom designed to forbid infinitesimal minima, 
provides evidence that, beyond the ethical appeal of eliminating 
fear and promoting tranquility, there is also a “sort of mathematical 
appeal ... to taking the plunge advocated by Epicurus” (White 1992: 
212-13). 

Much of Deleuze’s interpretation of Epicureanism elaborates on 
this mathematical appeal, and the sense in which it embodies an 
intuitive anticipation of later geometrical developments, something 
only apparent retrospectively, after those developments have been 
made rigorous and conformable to the canons of proper scientific 
representation. Specifically, Deleuze wants to say that insofar as 
Epicurean atomism is also a “minimism” that champions 
infinitesimal magnitudes (among other things), and thus presents a 
lofty challenge for conventional geometry, it constitutes one of the 
“barbaric or pre-scientific’ (DR 170) conceptualizations of the 
infinitesimal calculus, which are crucial to Deleuze’s argument in 
Difference and Repetition. The importance of Epicureanism is thus 
difficult to overstate. When in Difference and Repetition Deleuze 
builds a positive theory of difference in itself on the basis of the 
concept of a “differential,” he builds upon work he thinks is 
inaugurated by Epicurus. This will be the topic of the next chapter. 

The fact that Archimedes provides evidence of the mathematical 
appeal of Epicurus’s much maligned and prima facie incoherent view 
about limits being minimal magnitudes explains, or at least 
substantiates, Deleuze’s tendency to associate the two thinkers. For 
example, in A Thousand Plateaus, he and Guattari say that “both the 
atomic physics of Democritus and Lucretius and the geometry of 
Archimedes are marked by [‘nomad’ or ‘minor’ science]” (TP 361). 
Of course, proximately, Deleuze and Guattari are drawing on 
Michel Serres’s book on Lucretius ([1977] 2000), which develops at 
length the suggestion that there is something analogous in 
Archimedean mathematics and Epicurean physics or that “the 
atomist universe is Archimedean” ([1977] 2000: 15). Serres even 
argues that Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura contains some of the 
earliest formulations of the differential and infinitesimal calculus 


and that these converge with many features of Archimedes. But 
Hanjo Berressem (2005) suspects that Deleuze’s early paper on 
Lucretius (1961) “paved the way” for Serres’s book by suggesting, 
for example, the association between Epicureanism and the topic of 
an infinite sum. In my view, the brief discussion of Epicureanism in 
Difference and Repetition really strengthens the claim that Deleuze is 
the originator of this line of thinking. 

I think the mathematically provocative aspect of Epicureanism is 
part of what Deleuze appeals to when he calls Epicurean atomism a 
“problematic idea.” A first pass at making sense of Deleuze’s claim 
that Epicureanism embodies such a thing reveals that Epicureanism 
is “problematic” for Deleuze in the sense that “nomad” or “minor” 
science is. 


Theorematics and problematics 


In contrast with Alain Badiou, who identifies ontology with 
axiomatic set theory, Deleuze doesn’t think that the axiomatic 
approach exhausts ontology (Smith 2003). Instead, scientific 
epistemology is characterized by a productive tension between 
axiomatic or “theorematic” and “problematic” approaches to the 
subject matter. 

Deleuze is getting this distinction from Greek geometry. In a text 
Deleuze often cites (DR 163; LS 54; TP 554 n.21), the Neoplatonist 
Proclus refers to Euclid’s distinction between two kinds of 
propositions derived from first principles: theoremata and problémata 
(In Eucl. 77-81). While theorems refer to demonstrations 
concerning eternally existing essential properties of figures, like the 
triangularity of a triangle, problems refer to the construction of 
figures with geometer’s tools, and thus presuppose the coming-to-be 
of transitory entities. For example, the “proposal to bisect a given 
finite line is a problem, for it can also be divided into unequal 
segments ... likewise to describe a square from a given line.” In 
contrast, “if anyone were to set it up as a problem to inscribe a 
right angle in a semicircle, he would be regarded as being ignorant 
of geometry, for any angle inscribed in a semicircle is a right angle. 
In general, then, all cases in which the property is universal ... must 
be called theorems,” not problems (In Eucl. 80). 

Proclus’s point is that Euclid moves pretty freely between 
problems and theorems (Jn Eucl. 81) in a way that, by his 


reckoning, is characteristic of geometry as a transitional stage 
between concrete particulars and universal ideas. This is typical of 
the Platonic point of view. Geometry is midway between doxa and 
epistemé because geometers “make their claims for the sake of the 
square itself and the diagonal itself, not the diagonal they draw” 
(Resp. 510d). Thus Proclus represents for Deleuze the first, but 
certainly not the last, case of a philosopher trumpeting the triumph 
of theorematics over problematics. Deleuze thinks the historical 
tendency has been to treat theorematics as fundamental, to prefer 
deducing the properties of geometrical entities from essential 
definitions to constructing them, and to subordinate problems to 
theorems by construing the former negatively, as non-eternal, 
unrigorous, mere particularity. According to this view, “problems 
concern only events and affects which show evidence of a 
deterioration or a projection of essences in the imagination” (DR 
160). Thus Proclus claims that “because theory is the predominant 
element in geometry, as making is in mechanics, every problem has 
also some theory in it; but the reverse is not true ... not all 
theorems require the assistance of problems” (Jn Eucl. 79), a remark 
which succinctly states the traditional view. 

The Procline, Platonic attitude toward mathematics lionizes 
theorematics, even to the exclusion of problems. The long history of 
triumphant theorematics is also the long triumph of the Platonism 
Deleuze aims to reverse, by shifting the focus to unlimited comings- 
to-be (Platonic geneseis) and events (Stoic gignomena). When Badiou 
adopts the viewpoint of theorematics or axiomatics, he and Deleuze 
revive the old debate between Plato and the Stoics over the 
ontological stemma, with Badiou taking the side of Plato and 
eliminating or excluding events from ontology (Smith 2003: 413), 
and Deleuze speaking on behalf of the Stoics, who maintain that 
there are some things that are not, or that there is such a thing as 
“non-being that is in a sense,” which is crucial for understanding 
events, the concept of difference, and now also problems. That the 
opposition between theorematics and problematics recalls this old 
debate is suggested by the way Deleuze associates problems with 
events in his discussion of Stoicism: “The event by itself is 
problematic and problematizing” (LS 54). As I read it, that’s not to 
say that events and problems are identical, but rather that events 
are the transcendental conditions of problems, presupposed by the 
latter. Deleuze says problems “proceed from” or “emanate from” 


events, which they express (DR 197), and also that events “define 
the conditions” of problems (LS 54). 

When he characterizes mathematics as embodying a tension 
between theorems and_ problems, Deleuze’s_ point is, 
straightforwardly, that mathematics deals not only with definitions, 
axioms, and essences but also events, mechanical nitty-gritty, 
“given finite figures,” and so on—a fact that Euclid knew well and 
is evident when you recognize the presence of what the Greeks 
called problems in the discipline. The preoccupation of people like 
Proclus with reducing problematics to theorematics is the effort to 
suppress problems and exile events from mathematical ontology. 

But Deleuze thinks that kind of exclusion is altogether the wrong 
approach because descriptively there just has been this productive 
tension between theorems and problems. That’s what makes the 
Elements so fruitful. To some extent, Deleuze’s aim is to vindicate 
the role of problems, which is to say mechanical particularity, in 
mathematical evolution. Problematics force theorematics to think 
(or think differently), and theorematics tries to “appropriate” 
elements of problematics (TP 362). The tension between the two 
provides evidence that problems aren’t just “projections” of 
essences, but that they testify to events. In A Thousand Plateaus, 
Deleuze and Guattari assimilate problematic and theorematic 
approaches to mathematics to two different tendencies in the 
epistemology of science, which they call “royal” or “State” science 
(theorematic) and “minor” or “nomad” science (problematic) (TP 
362). Despite the fact that State science tends to accept nomad 
science only on its own, theorematic terms, the geometrical fact of 
the matter is not so much an intellectual imperialism that strives to 
reduce problematics to theorematics (except in the hands of 
philosophers like Proclus) but rather a fertile interaction. As 
Deleuze and Guattari remark, “Minor science is continually 
enriching Major science, communicating its intuitions to it, its way 
of proceeding, its itinerancy, its sense of and taste for matter, 
singularity, variation” (TP 485). Minor science is not, however, 
merely intuitive or informal (Smith 2003: 413). Rather, Deleuze and 
Guattari say, it is a matter of the tension between “two modes of 
formalization” (TP 362) in “a single field of interaction in which 
royal science continually appropriates the contents of vague or 
nomad science, while nomad science continually cuts the contents 
of royal science loose” (TP 367). As the word “nomad” suggests, 


which is used in both contexts, the difference here is similar to the 
distinction between strata and destratification (discussed in the last 
chapter). Absolute destratification is catastrophic, but a little bit of 
nomadism is advantageous for all concerned: “Major science has a 
perpetual need for the inspiration of the minor; but the minor 
would be nothing if it did not confront and conform to the highest 
scientific requirements” (TP 486). The major contribution of minor 
science lies in the presentation of problems (TP 374), that is, I take 
it, articulating well-formed problems in the appropriate scientific 
idiom. For this reason, Deleuze and Guattari also say that 
problematics is often (but not necessarily) linked to “ambulant” or 
applied sciences like metallurgy, ballistics, and geography (TP 372), 
which have pragmatic social dimensions. Archimedes made war 
machines for Syracuse. 

Deleuze and Guattari consistently hold out Archimedean 
geometry as the archetype of a “minor” or “problematic” science 
(TP 362, 489-90). We’re now in a position to see why. 
Archimedean geometry, especially the apologetically mechanical 
approach of the Method, is a good example of what Deleuze and 
Guattari are talking about precisely because it implies what 
partisans of theorematics deny: that problems are not merely 
adjuncts or subalterns to theorems. In the Method, Archimedes 
explains how he relies on mechanics to produce the “purely 
geometrical,” theorematic proofs in the Quadratura Parabolae. Also, 
and more crucially for my purposes, although Archimedes’s official, 
geometrically orthodox proof in Quadratura parabolae presupposes a 
conventional conception of infinitely divisible magnitude, the 
Method implies that the results obtained were “hinted at” by an 
obscure intuition that magnitude is constituted by indivisibles, 
something explicitly forbidden by the theorematic maths of 
Archimedes’s day and its philosophical counterpart, Aristotelian 
physics. 

Although it is very prominent in Deleuze and Guattari, 
Archimedes’ work is not their only example of problematic science 
in action. For one thing, Deleuze and Guattari say that there’s a 
connection between Archimedes and Epicurean physics: both are 
“marked by” nomad science (TP 361). As I read it, this means that 
Epicurean physics is like Archimedean geometry in the sense that it 
contains a “problematic” dimension that mainstream scientific 
epistemology rejects but is tacitly inspired by. One way to think 


about what Deleuze means when he talks about there being a 
“problematic” dimension to Epicurean atomism is to recognize an 
allusion to this idea that mechanical approaches to geometry often 
require assumptions that seem “unscientific” but actually bear 
witness to an “intuitive” anticipation of developments that can only 
be made rigorous later. For example, the idea that magnitudes are 
sums of the same kind of entities as their limits (Epicurus’s claim 
that elakhista are perata) is anathema to ancient Greek geometry 
and its Aristotelian metaphysical counterpart, but de rigeur for the 
moderns. Epicurean atomism is “problematic” in this sense. 

For another thing, Deleuze and Guattari say, if it is true that 
“State” science was continually appropriating elements of 
Archimedes’s nomad science (in this case, an appropriation effected 
by Archimedes himself), “it is also true of the differential calculus. 
For a long time, it had only a parascientific status and was labeled a 
‘Gothic hypothesis’; royal science only accorded it the value of a 
convenient convention or a_ well-founded fiction” (TP 363). 
Archimedean geometry, Epicurean physics, and the early 
practitioners of the differential calculus are all linked together. 

When he alludes to calculus having a “parascientific” status, 
Deleuze is thinking of the eighteenth century, a period when, 
despite its shaky metaphysical foundations and appeal to the 
incoherent concept of the infinitesimal, the differential calculus was 
still yielding astonishing successes when applied to mathematical 
and scientific problems by figures like Euler, Lagrange, and Laplace 
(Boyer 1949: 224). This situation created a pressure to investigate 
the mathematical basis of differential calculus and to make it 
rigorous, a transformation gradually accomplished, over the next 
century, by ridding it of its geometrical residue. Deleuze interprets 
the resulting formalizations of the calculus as the appropriation of 
the inspiring problematic kernel—identified with, among other 
things, the concept of the infinitesimal—and the suppression of its 
dynamic ambitions: 


The great State mathematicians did their best to 
improve [the] status [of differential calculus], 
but precisely on the condition that all the 
dynamic, nomadic notions—such as becoming, 
heterogeneity, infinitesimal, passage to the limit, 


continuous variation—be eliminated and civil, 
static, and ordinal rules be imposed upon it. (TP 
363) 


Already in the seventeenth century, theorematic “rigor” had come 
to mean the ascendency of arithmetic over geometry. The ancient 
Greek tension between problematics and theorematics internal to 
geometry had become an external tension between geometry and 
arithmetic (TP 365; Smith 2003: 416-17). And so, the “great State 
mathematicians” Deleuze mentions, that is, the major advocates of 
“theorematic” calculus, accomplished the appropriation and even 
suppression of problematics by means of arithmetic. Carl Boyer 
credits in particular the nineteenth-century figures Augustin-Louis 
Cauchy and Karl Weierstrass with effecting this “arithmetization”: 
“In order to secure logical exactitude, Weierstrass wished to 
establish the calculus ... on the theory of number alone, thus 
separating it completely from geometry” (1949: 285). In his 
seminar Deleuze also singles out Weierstrass, who “provided what 
he himself called a ‘static’ interpretation of the differential and 
infinitesimal calculus” and advanced the “ordinal interpretation” of 
the subject (February 22, 1972, quoted by Smith 2003: 219). He 
also alludes to the Weierstrassian numerical conception of limit in 
Difference and Repetition (DR 172). 

This is all to say that, on the one hand, Epicureanism is 
“problematic” in the sense developed in A Thousand Plateaus, and, 
on the other, that it is linked in this way to the usages of the 
differential calculus that precede its “theorematization” by people 
like Weierstrass. The point of this chapter has been to outline the 
extant Epicurean arguments about magnitude and connect them to 
both Aristotelian physics and ancient Greek geometry. I have 
argued that while the Platonic approach to ancient geometry was 
what Deleuze and Guattari called “theorematic,” the Epicurean 
approach was resolutely “problematic.” And indeed there is, as 
Deleuze and Guattari say, something mathematically useful or 
inspiring about this. Because of the paucity of Epicurean texts, the 
geometrically unorthodox but nevertheless inspiring quality of 
Epicureanism can only be glimpsed indirectly, for example, in 
Archimedes, whom Deleuze and Guattari understandably associate 
with Epicureanism. 


Deleuze and Guattari recognize in the supposedly unrigorous 
intuitions of pre-Weierstrassian calculus nomadic epistemology at 
work, just as in Archimedean geometry, and in Epicurean physics. 
In fact, it is no accident that Deleuze and Guattari link these three 
topics together. On my reading, Deleuze’s interpretation of 
Epicurean physics is not only that it is similar to Archimedean 
geometry and pre-arithmetic calculus in that it is “problematic” 
(inspiring official scientific representations while being 
simultaneously resisted by them) but also that Epicurean atomism 
actually is one of these so-called “parascientific” intuitions of the 
calculus. This is a complex claim that requires another chapter to 
deal with properly. 
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Epicureanism: Problematic Ideas and the 
Swerve 


Deleuze does not just say that Epicurean atomism is “problematic,” 
but that it is a “physical Idea.” Epicurean physics is one domain 
that satisfies the “structural and genetic conditions” necessary for a 
problematic idea, in Deleuze’s sense of the term, to emerge (DR 
184). Specifically, Deleuze’s view is that Epicurean physics 
anticipates the intrinsic approach to problematic ideas 
characteristic of the post-Kantian interpretations of the calculus in 
figures like Salomon Maimon, Jean-Baptiste Bordas-Demoulin, and 
Josef Maria Hoene-Wronski, and it is the doctrine of the swerve 
(clinamen) that makes it so. 

That’s because, Deleuze says, the Epicureans conceived of ideas 
as multiplicities of atoms and the swerve as the reciprocal 
determination of differentials within the multiplicity. He means 
multiplicities in the Riemannian sense, characterized as an 
“organisation belonging to the many as such” rather than an 
organization of the multiple in relation to the one, unity, totality 
(DR 182). As Deleuze puts it in the early essay on Lucretius, for the 
Epicureans nature is an “infinite sum ... that does not totalize its 
own elements” (LS 267). As I shall show, the thought is that 
Epicureanism does not treat the determination of atomic 
multiplicities in terms of an extrinsic metric or framework, and 
actually rejects such an approach. Rather it constitutes a theory of 
the intrinsic self-determination of multiplicity. Like the genetic 
approach to ideas among theorists of the differential calculus, this is 
a tack preferable to Kant’s own tendency to think about what he 


called ideas in relation to “possible experience” dominated by the 
categories of the understanding and the framework of ordinary 
experience. Even though they are pre-Kantian by roughly 2000 
years, the Epicureans are, according to Deleuze, “beyond Kantian 
extrinsicism.” 

In order to grasp this argument fully, it is necessary to explain 
briefly the context of the theory of ideas in which Deleuze is 
intervening: that requires discussing Kant and what Deleuze thinks 
is wrong with him, and then explaining how exactly Deleuze thinks 
the approaches to problematic ideas in Maimon, Bordas-Demoulin, 
and Wronski improve on Kant, particularly insofar as they make use 
of the conceptual resources of the infinitesimal calculus. The first 
half of this chapter does so. Having established this context, the 
second half of this chapter pinpoints the specific Epicurean 
doctrines Deleuze links to it. 

The discussion of problematic ideas in Difference and Repetition 
picks up at least three themes from the discussion of events in The 
Logic of Sense. First, Deleuze’s interest in the calculus seems to be an 
extension of his appreciation of Leibniz’s philosophy of events. In 
fact, according to Deleuze’s reconstruction of the history of the 
calculus, Leibniz originally developed his differential thinking in 
order to conduct the “infinite analysis” of predicates in subjects— 
for example, the predicate “sinner” in the subject Adam (F 41-52; 
cf. Deleuze 1980). The analysis of such “truths of existence” must 
be infinite because, as I mentioned, Leibniz thinks individual 
monads have a “notion so complete” you could deduce from them 
all their predicates (“Discourse on Metaphysics” 88). Since these 
predicates are part of a series involving all other monadic 
substances (Adam sinning, Eve tempting, Christ redeeming), that 
means it is in principle possible to analyze the inherence of all 
predicates in all substances—the entire world, which is actually 
infinite. As Leibniz says, each monad contains the world, in a sense, 
albeit “confusedly,” and is differentiated from other monads by the 
degrees of clarity of its perspective (Monadology 860). Deleuze 
believes that, although the infinite analysis of such truths of 
existence is only straightforwardly possible for an_ infinite 
intelligence (God), Leibniz developed the infinitesimal calculus or 
differential analysis to provide an artifice or technique that gives a 
“well-founded approximation of what happens in God’s 
understanding” (Smith 2009b: 56). That is, the concept of 


differential relation originates in philosophy and then migrates into 
mathematics (a view Deleuze may actually be taking from Salomon 
Maimon: 2010: 26 n.1). 

Second, in the latter part of the chapter on the “Image of 
Thought,” leading up to the chapter on “Ideas and the Synthesis of 
Difference,” Deleuze presents the same distinction between sense 
and signification as in The Logic of Sense in a way that looks forward 
to his discussion of ideas: “signification refers only to concepts and 
the manner in which they relate to the objects conditioned by a 
given field of representation; whereas sense is like the idea that is 
developed in the sub-representative determinations” (DR 155). The 
theory of ideas that follows apparently covers the same territory as 
the discussion of sense in The Logic of Sense, to the extent that 
“Tdeas” are the subrepresentative conditions of thought: “Every 
proposition of consciousness implies an unconscious of pure 
thought which constitutes the sphere of sense” (DR 155). Whereas 
in the other book, Deleuze focuses on paradoxical instances or 
“questions” to understand the “sphere of sense,” here he emphasizes 
problems. In both cases, he wants to highlight the “generative 
power” of sense or the idea, the subrepresentative in what is 
expressed, representative, or conscious. Likewise, as Deleuze 
pursues the philosophy of events in relation to structures animated 
by senseless, paradoxical elements, here he considers the identity of 
sense and idea to be a consequence of its structure: “the Idea is 
constituted of structural elements which have no sense themselves, 
while it constitutes the sense of all that it produces” (DR 155). 

Finally, the connection between problems and ideas is a matter of 
“dialectics,” which Deleuze defines, following Aristotle, as the art of 
posing problems (DR 160). Deleuze claims: “Whenever the dialectic 
‘forgets’ its intimate relation with Ideas in the form of problems it 
loses its true power and falls under the sway of the power of the 
negative” (DR 164). That is what happens with Aristotle, who was 
content to refer to the opinions (endoxa) of prominent men to judge 
problems and therefore conceived of problémata relatively, as the 
negative correlates of propositions (axidmata) (DR 157-58, 160). In 
the passage quoted, Deleuze is also implicitly referring to Kant, who 
recalled the “intimate relation” between problems and ideas in the 
first Critique (aptly, in the “Transcendental Dialectic”). The trouble 
with Kant, for Deleuze, is not that he “forgets” the connection 
between dialectic and problematic idea, but something more 


complex and insidious. Kant discusses problems and ideas of Reason 
in a way that is ultimately not only subordinated to “possible 
experience” but also affords the opportunity for it to claim to stand 
for the totality of experience. 

Generally speaking, Deleuze aims to correct this “extrinsic” 
approach to problematic ideas, and to articulate an intrinsic 
alternative to it. Just as Kant adopts Plato’s word “idea,” but claims 
to have understood what it means better than Plato did (CPR 
A313-4/B370-1), Deleuze reckons he improves on Kantian ideas. It 
is by now well understood by scholars how in the first half or so of 
the chapter “Ideas and the Synthesis of Difference,” Deleuze 
accomplishes this aim by drawing on post-Kantian mathematicians 
and philosophers, particularly those who, like Maimon and 
Wronski, aimed to connect Kantian philosophy with interpretations 
of the differential calculus (Smith 2000, 2003, 2005; Bowden 2011; 
Somers-Hall 2013; Voss 2013a), and then generalizing the notion of 
intrinsic differentiation to other “orders of Ideas” beyond the 
mathematical. 


Kantian extrinsicism 


Difference and Repetition was intended to be a thesis about “the Idea 
of the problem” (Dosse 2010: 119). To say that nomad 
epistemology is “problematic,” as Deleuze and Guattari do in A 
Thousand Plateaus, is to say that it touches what Deleuze calls the 
“truth” of the problem, its quality of being productive and 
galvanizing for thought. As I mentioned, for Deleuze, “true” 
problems are spurs to thinking. Thinking begins with problems, 
since only problems force it to occur. Thus problems are crucial to 
the alternative image of thought Deleuze is seeking to define in 
opposition to the classical image (DR 158-60). He emphasizes that 
they have an objective existence (DR 169) not merely relative to a 
subjective determination (DR 63, 180), and they should not be 
understood as the correlates of a deficiency of knowledge or, a 
fortiori, the negative correlates of propositions, as Aristotle thought. 
In sum, Deleuze advocates inverting the way the term problem is 
conventionally understood; problems aren’t imperfections or 
lacunae in a primordial plenum of solutions: rather, “solubility must 
follow from the form of the problem” and not the other way around 
(DR 180). Problems produce solutions. They are not mere data to be 


dealt with but the things that constitute entire symbolic fields (DR 
159). This inversion of the relationship between problems and 
solutions requires that the value of problems be determined as 
positive rather than negative (DR 203); problems aren’t just 
whatever remains un-solved. They are positive because they possess 
a power and play an active role both ontologically and 
epistemologically: “The only way to take talk of ‘true and false 
problems’ seriously is in terms of a production of the true and the 
false by means of problems” (DR 162). The chief drawback, Deleuze 
thinks, of evaluating problems as negative is underestimating their 
productive power. That’s not just the failing of Aristotle or Proclus, 
but also Kant. 

Deleuze is ambivalent about Kant’s presentation of ideas. He 
credits Kant with appreciating the “objective value” of problems 
(DR 169), but he characterizes Kant’s whole approach as “extrinsic” 
and therefore “negative.” According to Kant’s doctrine of the 
faculties, problems do not arise incidentally from contextual 
elements outside thinking, but as a consequence of the operation of 
thought itself: the so-called transcendental ideas, “given by the 
nature of Reason” remain “problem[s] without any solution” to the 
extent that they admit of no demonstration in terms of the 
phenomena of the understanding (CPR A327-8/B384). And that’s 
good. But Deleuze criticizes the critical philosophy for 
distinguishing badly between “true” and “false” problems when it 
legitimates a “regulative” use of the ideas in relation to possible 
experience (DR 168). This implies that Kant remains committed to 
the classical hierarchy in which problems are subordinated to 
solutions, whereas the “radical reversal in the problem-solution 
relation” would be a “more considerable revolution than the 
Copernican” (DR 180). 

The post-Kantians who connected transcendental philosophy with 
mathematics actually accomplished the conceptual revolution and 
reversed this hierarchy. Because Kant treated the transcendental 
ideas as undetermined from the point of view of possible 
experience, and licensed only their “regulative” use in relation to it, 
he understood problems in a purely extrinsic or negative manner. 
Kant approaches problems in terms of conventional representations, 
rather than on their own terms. To the extent that the Kantian idea 
“remains undetermined—or is not determined as differential— 
representation, for its part, is not really overcome” (DR 178). What 


Kant lacks and Deleuze’s favorite post-Kantians embrace is the 
“extra-propositional or sub-representative element expressed in the 
Idea by the differential” (DR 178). Deleuze refers to “old so-called 
barbaric or pre-scientific interpretations of the differential calculus” 
(DR 170). As applied to the calculus, “barbaric” and “pre-scientific” 
here have the same archly positive valence as “gothic” and 
“parascientific” in the discussion of the contrast between 
problematics and theorematics in A Thousand Plateaus. The thought 
is that those philosophically minded interpreters of differential 
calculus who relied on an intuitive realism about infinitesimals, 
before the invention of a rigorous, arithmetical, and “strictly finite 
interpretation of the calculus,” developed an approach to 
problematic ideas that goes “beyond Kantian ‘extrinsicism’” (DR 
180). 

Let’s be clear about Deleuze’s line of criticism. In the 
“Transcendental Dialectic,” Kant distinguishes what he calls “Ideas,” 
“concepts of pure reason,” from the concepts of the understanding 
(A310-11/B367). Of the latter there are two varieties: empirical 
concepts and a priori or “pure” concepts. An empirical concept is an 
actual act of conceptualization, or a concept applied to particular 
sensible intuitions. An a priori concept of the understanding, which 
Kant (following Aristotle) also calls a “category,” is something like 
cause, necessity, existence, or unity (A80/B106), applicable to all 
possible experience, and, in fact, constitutive of it; you can’t have 
any experience that hasn’t already been structured by such concepts 
(A95). 

Ideas, on the other hand, go “beyond the possibility of 
experience” (A320/B377). They cannot be given in any possible 
experience because they take the form of unconditioned totalities: 
for example, the idea of the Soul as the absolute unity of all the 
experiences of a thinking subject, the World as the totality of the 
series of appearances, and the idea of God as the totality of 
conditions of objects thought. The essence of the faculty of reason, 
for Kant, is to ascend to more and more universal explanations for 
empirical states of affairs, the limit of which Kant calls the 
“unconditioned” (A322/B379) or the “absolute” (A326/B382). 

While the old dogmatic metaphysics tried to show how we have, 
so to speak, direct cognitive access to the objects of such ideas, like 
the soul or God, Kant is more circumspect. He not only says that 
ideas are problems without solutions but also assigns to them the 


status of “transcendental illusions” (A295/B352). Grasping what 
this means involves Kant’s distinction between the immanent and 
the transcendent use of concepts: “We will call the principles whose 
application stays wholly and completely within the limits of 
possible experience immanent, but those that would fly beyond 
those boundaries transcendent principles” (A295-6/B352). While the 
illegitimate transcendent application of most a priori concepts of the 
understanding (categories) can be checked by a judicious dose of 
criticism (A296/B352), the ideas of Soul, World, and God are 
transcendental illusions because they result from the unchecked 
(and seemingly uncheckable) expansion of three categories: 
inherence (or substance), causality, and community, which Kant 
generically calls the categories of relation (A323/B379). While Kant 
usually argues for the purely immanent use of concepts and against 
the immodest transcendent use (A246/B303), with respect to these 
three special cases he thinks the transcendent use of the concept is a 
nearly unavoidable temptation. 

So Kant thinks we should make the best of a bad situation. 
Although the transcendent illusions produced by the ideas are 
inevitable, it is not inevitable that they should fool us into making 
dogmatic claims once we are critically aware of how reason’s 
insatiable quest for the absolute produces illusion. In fact, the 
inevitability of transcendental illusion has a silver lining. Ideas can 
serve a normative or “regulative” function by providing guides or 
“focal points” (A644/B672) for the study of nature or morality. In 
morality Kant even says that ideas are “indispensible” (A328/ 
B385). Using ideas “regulatively” means employing them in what 
Kant would call a purely immanent way, that is, within the bounds 
of possible experience, but part of this regulative use involves 
supposing a harmony or analogy between the supposed objects of 
the ideas and possible experience. Using ideas regulatively means 
we act “as if” the ideas corresponded to actual beings, although we 
can never say whether they really do (A684-6/B712-4). 

Deleuze’s criticism of Kant is keenest here. Kant says: 


Even if no object can be determined through 
[the Ideas], they can still, in a fundamental and 
unnoticed way, serve the understanding as a 
canon for its extended and self-consistent use, 


through which it cognizes no more objects than 
it would cognize through its concepts, yet in this 
cognition it will be guided better and further. 
(A329/B385) 


According to Deleuze, Kant means that ideas are meant to justify 
and to bolster the understanding’s pretense to govern all experience. 
Given the finitude of the understanding, its ambition to stand for 
the condition of all possible experience can only be guaranteed by 
ideas of unconditioned extensions, sums, or totalities of all 
substance, all causality, all community, which come to its aid. 
Allegedly, all experience is possible experience, subjected to the 
categories of the understanding, thanks to the ideas that go beyond 
it. Deleuze summarizes: “in order to find a middle term which 
makes possible the attribution of an a priori concept to all objects, 
reason can no longer look to another concept (even an a priori one) 
but must form Ideas which go beyond the possibility of experience” 
(K 19). Reason’s ideas are the reason possible experience is 
supposed to be a totality: the whole of experience. 

When Deleuze criticizes “Kantian extrinsicism” and says that Kant 
has failed to overcome “representation,” he means to criticize this 
system in which ideas are not only “transcendent” in the sense of 
going beyond possible experience, but also in which the very going- 
beyond of ideas is used to shore up the claim of the understanding 
and its categories to structure all experience. Rather than accept 
Kant’s characterization of ideas, Deleuze draws on philosopher of 
mathematics Albert Lautman, and formalizes three aspects of an 
idea in order to explain how the Kantian ones deficiently embody 
each of them (DR 169): 


1. The object of an idea lies beyond possible experience; it is therefore 
undetermined with respect to its object. As Kant says, an idea is a 
“problem” of reason, different in kind from its solutions in the 
understanding. 

2. The object of an idea is nonetheless determinable. In Kant, its content 
is determined indirectly, by analogy with objects of experience. 
This is the regulative application of the idea; one acts “as if” the 
ideas referred to existent objects, a use that is “never harmful” 
and “always useful” (A687/B715). 


3. The idea bears the “ideal of infinite determination.” In Kant, this 
means that the ambition of ideas to have the absolute and 
unconditioned as their object underwrites the application of the 
understanding to all possible experience (“serv[ing] the 
understanding as canon for its extended and self-consistent use”). 


Kant underestimates the productive power of ideas, Deleuze says, 
because in the critical philosophy “two of the three moments 
[namely, (2) and (3)] remain as extrinsic characteristics” (DR 170). 
Kant makes the “determinability” of the problem (2) an “extrinsic” 
characteristic because he does not permit the idea to determine 
itself but requires it to be determined by analogy with objects of 
possible experience. Similarly, the infinite determination of the idea 
(3) is “extrinsic” because Kant intends the idea to be used by the 
concepts of the understanding as a tool for extending and enhancing 
the field governed by possible experience. 

These criticisms are broadly in line with those of Kant’s followers, 
for example the post-Kantian mathematician and philosopher 
Wronski, on whom Deleuze draws. Wronski thought Kant “had 
allowed the power of Reason to be obscured by procedures more 
appropriate to the Understanding” (Kerslake 2009: 175). 
Specifically, Wronski says Kant “still considers knowledge on the 
model of being, in ascribing it conditions or forms which make us 
misrecognize its sublime character of spontaneity or 
unconditionality” (Wronski 1933: 60). That is, Kant considers ideas 
ultimately on the model of what is already conditioned by the 
categories (“beings”), rather than as giving a fair shake to the 
unconditionality he himself describes reason attaining. 

Salomon Maimon develops a similar line of criticism. It is 
Maimon Deleuze alludes to when he writes of the “post-Kantians 
who reproached Kant” that they “demanded a principle which was 
not merely conditioning in relation to objects, but which was also 
truly genetic and productive (a principle of internal difference or 
differentiation)” (NP 48; cf. DR 170). As Wronski wants to replace 
the point of view of the conditioned with that of the unconditioned, 
Maimon wants not to think about what is already generated but 
about its generation. 

Maimon himself did so, in his Essay on Transcendental Philosophy 
(1790), by criticizing Kant’s “reduction of the transcendental 
instance to a simple conditioning” (DR 173)—that is, showing how 


Kant’s argument that synthetic a priori categories (like causality) are 
the necessary conditions of possible experience is unpersuasive— 
and by calling into doubt the whole opposition between 
understanding and sensibility which leads to such an impasse 
(Beiser 1987: 288-93). As Graham Jones explains, Maimon thought 
Kant’s deduction foundered on the question of how the supposedly 
independent and heterogeneous faculties of understanding and 
sensibility could interact at all, but “none of these difficulties . 
would exist if both [faculties] were merely different yet related 
aspects of the same thing, arising from a common source or 
constituting a continuum in which they represent opposing 
tendencies” (2009: 107). Consequently, Maimon claims we must 
abandon the view that concepts simply condition sensations and 
accept that both concepts and sensible intuitions are generated by 
one and the same operation. Returning to a kind of Leibnizian 
rationalism, he transforms the hard and fast distinction between 
concept and intuition into a difference of degree, where both 
emerge from the same backdrop of pure thought. 

Deleuze’s criticism of Kant is related. Since Kant winds up 
evaluating ideas in terms extrinsic to them, by subordinating ideas 
to possible experience, Deleuze says that in Kant the content of 
ideas is merely negative—indeterminate or unconditioned. What 
Deleuze calls “extrinsicism” describes how Kantian ideas are 
subordinated to the needs of the understanding. The problem with 
this is that it forces ideas to conform with the system of 
conventional identities encoded in the categories, and worse, that it 
denies ideas the genetic power of determining themselves and their 
own application. Deleuze thinks ideas, as problems, really do 
possess this power, and that other approaches to thinking about 
them, such as the reciprocal determination of differentials in the 
calculus, allow it to flourish. 


The differential determination of ideas 


Deleuze does not only take from Wronski and Maimon destructive 
criticisms of Kantian ideas. He also relies on them for positive, 
constructive alternatives that replace the negative claim that ideas 
are undetermined from the point of view of something external to 
them (like possible experience) with the positive suggestion that 
they are determined as differential. This is the “treasure” buried in 


these “barbaric or pre-scientific interpretations of the differential 
calculus” (DR 170), and Deleuze treats it as a very valuable one. He 
implies it is fundamental to his ambition of developing a concept of 
difference in itself: “Just as we oppose difference in itself to 
negativity, so we oppose dx to not-A, the symbol of difference ... to 
that of contradiction” (DR 170). Deleuze says here that he believes 
the differential dx (as opposed to the symbol of negation) should 
allow him to characterize the elements of the problematic idea as 
differences that aren’t mediated by the identity of concepts or 
judgments. 

Deleuze substantiates the claim that dx is the “symbol of 
difference” with readings of Maimon, Wronski, and _ Bordas- 
Demoulin in quick succession (DR 171-76). Deleuze calls them, 
respectively, a “Leibniz, a Kant and a Plato of the calculus” (DR 
170-71), and considers them to compensate for Kant’s error of 
thinking of ideas on the model of generated, conditioned beings. 
For example, according to Wronski, “the differential calculus 
constitute[s] a primitive algorithm governing the generation of 
quantities, rather than the laws of quantities already formed” (Boyer 
1949: 262). Deleuze breaks down in each case precisely what 
aspects of these “barbaric” theories allow them to avoid the Kantian 
fate of underestimating the productive power of problematic ideas. 
If, according to Deleuze, a problematic idea has three aspects—its 
being undetermined, determinable, and completely or infinitely 
determinable—the last two of which Kant mishandled extrinsically, 
these three post-Kantian figures succeed in characterizing the 
determinability and complete or infinite determination of the 
problematic idea intrinsically because they treat them differentially. 

Take the second aspect, determinability. An intrinsic account of it 
supposedly follows from identifying the idea with the differential, 
dx. But what is a differential? As Carl Boyer explains (1949: 11-13), 
in calculus the differential was originally just what Leibniz called 
the “infinitesimal”: a minimal quantity or interval, although 
infinitely small, an actual difference with respect to x smaller than 
any assignable value. This notion, if it could’ve been made rigorous, 
would’ve helped to define the derivative (the mathematical device 
used to represent properties of a function at a point) as a quotient 
of two such infinitesimals (for instance, the “instantaneous velocity” 
of a point as a ratio of a differential of distance over a differential of 
time), as well as to define the integral (a device for describing, 


among other things, the area bounded by a function) as an infinite 
sum of differentials. Predictably, however, no definition of the 
differential as infinitesimal was satisfactory. All attempts ran afoul 
of updated versions of Zeno’s paradox of measure. But since the 
differential is a useful idea, it was “problematically” put to use 
anyway. This occurred as users of the calculus abandoned the 
question of defining the infinitesimal, and construed the differential 
exclusively in relation to the derivative itself (Boyer 1949: 274). 
The latter could be defined to the satisfaction of modern 
mathematicians as the limit of an infinite sequence, once the 
difference between the value of the difference quotient being 
examined—for example, change of distance over change of time in 
the case of instantaneous velocity—and the value of the limit—for 
example, O—becomes arbitrarily small. This construal of the 
differential has a unique consequence. When we attempt to find the 
derivative of two differentials so defined (interpreting the 
derivative as the quotient of differentials, a relation represented in 
Leibnizian notation as dy/dx), we discover that it is possible to 
make the relation precise independent of any particular values of x 
and y. As Boyer puts it, while dx is treated as an independent 
variable, “the differential dy of a function y = f(x) is defined as 
that variable the values of which are so determined that for any 
given value of the variable dx the ratio dy/dx shall be equal to the 
value of the derivative at the point in question” (1949: 12). The key 
point is just that the values of dy and dx are linked reciprocally in 
relation to the value of the derivative. 

Deleuze recognizes this. He grasps that differentials are not 
infinitesimals, noting that “it is a mistake to tie the value of the 
symbol dx to the existence of infinitesimals” and that the “principle 
of a general differential philosophy ... must in no way depend upon 
the infinitely small” (DR 170-71). He also, crucially, understands 
that the modern interpretation of differentials introduces a 
“principle of reciprocal determination” (DR 171) between dx and 
dy. Differentials are determinable (i.e., they fulfill the requirement 
of the second aspect of problematic ideas) reciprocally. It is this 
reciprocal determination that Deleuze contrasts to Kantian 
indetermination, or merely extrinsic determination. 

Deleuze is obviously impressed by how the differential relation 
(dx/dx) put to use by mathematicians, rather than being a relation 
of small but determinate quantities, embodies what he calls in his 


seminar a “pure relation” that subsists independently of the values 
of x and y (Deleuze 1981). In Difference and Repetition, he describes 
the relation between dy and dx as presiding over the “annihilation” 
of quantity: “dx is strictly nothing in relation to x, as dy is in 
relation to y.” That is, the values of dy and dx are smaller than any 
assignable quantity and reduce arithmetically to zero: x + dx = x. 
The relation between them, in turn, looks like it should also reduce 
to zero—0/0—but that’s not the case: “The whole problem ... lies in 
the signification of these zeros” (DR 171). In his seminar, Deleuze 
elaborates: 


The infinitesimal calculus puts into play a 
certain type of relation . ... That which is called 
dy is an infinitely small quantity, or what is 
called a vanishing [évanouissante] quantity. A 
quantity smaller than any given or givable 
quantity . ... Thus I can say that dy as a 
vanishing quantity is strictly equal to zero in 
relation to y. In the same way dx is strictly equal 
to zero in relation to x . ... [and] I can write, 
and mathematicians do write, dy/dx = 0/0. ... 
[But] Is dy/dx equal to zero? Obviously not. dy 
is nothing in relation to y, dx is nothing in 
relation to x, but dy over dx does not cancel out. 
The relation subsists and the differential relation 
will present itself as the subsistence of the 
relation when the terms vanish. (Deleuze 1981) 


Since infinitesimals are incomparably small but not simply equal to 
zero (although it is possible to say they are in relation to a finite 
quantity), a ratio of infinitesimals can have a non-null value. 
Incredibly, although the terms of the relation reduce to zero, the 
relation itself doesn’t. 

Some of the language Deleuze uses in the seminar (like the 
phrase, “If I call y a quantity of the abscissa and x a quantity of the 
ordinate”) suggests that he attributes this interpretation of the 


differential relation to Leibniz’s essay Nova methodus pro maximis et 
minimis (1684), a text which it is actually fairly common to argue 
anticipates the modern reciprocal interpretation of the derivative 
(Boyer 1949: 210). What is unusual in Deleuze’s use of this text, 
however, is the highly metaphysical interpretation he gives to the 
reciprocal determination of differentials. To the extent that the 
differential relation is a “pure relation,” it possesses a creative 
power and presides over the genesis of magnitude. Here the relation 
is not only external to its terms, but it even constitutes or 
determines them. This is either a way of providing a mathematical 
model for thinking about difference-in-itself, genesis, and 
determination, or asserting the ontological thesis that really there 
are no terms, only packets of relations (Smith 2007, 2009b). 

What does this have to do with ideas, though? At this point in 
Difference and Repetition, Deleuze introduces the discussion of 
Bordas-Demoulin (DR 171-72), the “Plato of the calculus.” Thinking 
of the differential ratio as a “pure relation” is one way of 
substantiating Deleuze’s claim that the calculus provides an intrinsic 
characterization of the idea. In this case, it is like a Platonic idea, a 
kind of universal or completely departicularized paradigm. Bordas- 
Demoulin criticized Descartes for failing to represent mathematical 
concepts, such as that of the circumference of a circle—expressed in 
coordinate geometry as x2 4+ y2 —~ R2 = 0-in a genuinely 
universal way. Bordas thought the procedure of making algebraic 
variables stand for quantities in general is not sufficient to represent 
the universal that the equation presumes to represent. Any 
particular values of x, y, and R generate some particular circle, not 
the universal circle. Everything changes when we seek the 
differentials, however. Differentiating the equation x2 + y2 —~R2 = 
O gives ydy + xdx = O, and the inadequacy of an algebraic 
procedure for expressing mathematical ideas is remedied: “Because 
this function is constituted in terms of dy and dx, which cannot be 
assigned a value (they are strictly 0 in regard to y and x), we no 
longer have a function that can be understood simply in terms of 
possible values of variables” (Somers-Hall 2013: 135). As Deleuze 
puts it, the determination of the idea is purely “qualitative”: we 
move beyond the individual quantities toward the determination of, 
say, a circle, by means of the reciprocal relation of differentials (DR 
172). 

Deleuze thinks there is also a connection between Bordas- 


Demoulin’s universal, qualitative interpretation of the reciprocal 
determination of differentials and Maimon’s use of the differential 
calculus (DR 173-74). Recall how Maimon replaced Kant’s claim 
that intuition and understanding are distinct faculties, one 
conditioning the other, with the view that both emerge from one 
and the same rational continuum. In fact, Maimon goes full-on 
metaphysical rationalist. He argues that this view of understanding 
and sensibility entails that there is within finite understanding an 
“infinite understanding” with the power to create what it thinks 
(Beiser 1987: 294; Maimon 2010: 65), a notion that recalls the 
Leibnizian line of thinking about the inherence of predicates in 
substantial concepts whose complete analysis is only possible in 
God, which, according to Deleuze, bore fruit in the infinitesimal 
calculus. To the extent that experience is generated out of a 
continuum of thought, in which intuition and understanding are 
just differences of degree, Maimon is content to say that both the 
form and the content of reality is generated by an _ infinite 
intelligence in us. 

But, that doesn’t seem right. Objects seem given to me, not 
created by me. Consciousness feels finite from the inside. As 
Frederick Beiser explains (1987: 295-96), Maimon responds to this 
problem by offering a clever twist on the Leibnizian line of 
thinking. Maimon provides a differential mechanism to explain how 
infinite thought is filtered to finite consciousness. All of our 
sensations, far from being simple or straightforwardly given, are 
actually complex products of an operation. They are composed of 
infinitesimal degrees of intensity that enter into relations with one 
another below the threshold of awareness. The understanding then 
integrates all these differential relations into a conscious perception, 
thus generating the perception from the imperceptible differentials. 
Maimon relies on a mathematical analogy: “Just as_ this 
[differential] equation [dy/dx] expresses the precise properties of a 
specific curve through its analysis into lines and points, so the 
differential for a sensation expresses its distinguishing characteristic 
through the rule for its production from simpler units” (Beiser 1987: 
297). This mechanism explains the apparent givenness of 
experience without recourse to Kant’s dual faculties, which are 
replaced with the opposition between unconscious and conscious 
experience and the differential determination of the latter. 

Maimon explicitly links this notion of “differentials of 


consciousness” to Leibnizian infinite analysis (2010: 28), and it 
bears more than a passing resemblance to Leibniz’s discussion of 
“minute perceptions” in the Preface to the New Essays on Human 
Understanding. Leibniz says that “at every moment there is in us an 
infinity of perceptions, unaccompanied by awareness or reflection” 
and illustrates the idea by imagining standing on a beach listening 
to the roar of the surf: we must perceive each wave discretely 
despite not being singly aware of them (Leibniz 1982: 53-4; cf. 
Jones 2009). In The Fold, Deleuze attributes to both philosophers 
the claim that “differential calculus is the psychic mechanism of 
perception” (F 90; Smith 2009b). 

In Difference and Repetition, the point is slightly different. Deleuze 
does quote at length from Maimon’s Essay on the perceptual genesis 
of qualities (specifically, colors) from differential, unconscious 
perceptions (DR 174), but the discussion of Maimon builds on the 
discussion of the determinability of ideas through “reciprocal 
determination.” Deleuze is probably thinking of this passage where 
Maimon connects the imperceptibility of differentials of 
consciousness per se with the null value of dx: 


The differentials of objects are the so-called 
noumena; but the objects themselves arising from 
them are the phenomena. With respect to 
intuition ... the differential of any such object in 
itself is dx = 0, dy = O etc.; however, their 
relations are not = O, but can rather be given 
determinately in the intuitions arising from 
them. (Maimon 2010: 32) 


That is, the fact that differentials aren’t consciously perceptible 
phenomena is like how mathematical differentials, dx and dy, are 
“strictly nothing” in relation to x and y. But the relations among 
these noumenal, indeterminate “differentials of consciousness” can 
be made determinate in the same way that dy and dx are “perfectly 
deteriminable in relation to one another” (DR 171-72). In fact, in 
this case, as in that of Bordas-Demoulin, the determinateness of the 
differential relation is obviously qualitative. 

Maimon also calls the subliminal differentials “Ideas,” and 


Deleuze directly quotes him doing so (Maimon 2010: 32-3; DR 
174). Maimon coins the phrase “Ideas of the understanding” 
(Verstandsideen) to imply that Kant ought to have recognized how 
thought involves not only the unconditioned for concepts of the 
understanding (the ideas of reason) but also the unconditioned 
elements of sensation (differentials or ideas of the understanding) 
(Beiser 1987: 299). Thus, the point for Deleuze is that, in Maimon, 
the “reciprocal determination” of differentials stands for the 
intrinsic “determinability” of the idea, which Kant himself 
understood extrinsically, or “regulatively,” in relation to possible 
experience. 

Explicators of Deleuze often appreciate the importance of this 
generative quality of reciprocal determination (Duffy 2006a,b; 
Smith 2009b). They grasp how the indeterminateness of dy and dx 
with respect to y and x also involves the reciprocal determinability 
involved in the differential relation, dy/dx, and how this “Platonic” 
or “Leibnizian” interpretation of the calculus is one sense that can 
be given to the thought that ideas are productive or genetic. But all 
this still refers only to what Deleuze calls the second aspect of the 
problematic idea, only one of the two that remain as “extrinsic 
characteristics” in Kant (DR 170). There’s also the “principle of 
complete determination” or the “ideal of infinite determination” 
that supposedly characterizes the understanding of problematic 
ideas in Kant’s successors. This is another sense in which Deleuze 
thinks these post-Kantians appreciate how problematic ideas can be 
generative. 

The other sense in which the calculus represents the creative 
power of ideas draws on the study of infinite series. Here is where 
Deleuze refers to Wronski, and the “rigorous algorithm,” which he 
claimed “characterizes ‘transcendental philosophy” (DR 175). In 
1810, before the Parisian Académie des Sciences, Wronski presented 
a “Supreme Law of Mathematics,” an algorithm he associated with a 
metaphysical “Law of Creation”: Fx = AQQQ + Aq{Q 1 + A2QQ2 + 
A3Q3, ..., where QQ, 271, 29, and so on are any functions of the 
variable x. Wronski impressively claimed that all modern 
mathematics is based on this infinite series whose truth is not 
mathematically derived but discovered by transcendental 
philosophy—namely, Kant’s—in the form of the absolute sought by 
reason (Boyer 1949: 261). The Académie acknowledged that the law 
applied to all known series expansions (including Taylor series, 


which are the representations of functions as infinite sums of 
derivatives taken at a single point), but was unwilling to grant it the 
generality Wronski wanted (Kerslake 2009). What was Wronski 
getting at? Representing functions as sums of their derivatives 
enables you to approximate the primitive function by taking a finite 
number of successive derivatives and adding them together. When 
graphed, this finite number of derivatives (or Taylor polynomial) 
approximates the primitive function within a certain range of 
values. The direct proportionality between the number of 
derivatives taken and the values of the primitive function is called 
the “convergence of the power series.” To Wronski’s way of 
thinking, in this way the derivatives (or differential ratios) generate 
the primitive function. 

In his discussion of Wronski, Deleuze refers obliquely to the 
productivity of power series as involving the need to “present what 
is a [differential] relation in the form of a sum” (DR 176), and 
commentators (Duffy 2006a; Bowden 2011; Somers-Hall 2013) 
have inferred the importance for Deleuze of Wronski’s conception of 
ideas as infinite sums of differential relations. This is the respect in 
which Deleuze sees the “barbaric” interpretations of the calculus 
articulating a “principle of complete determination” or “ideal of 
infinite determination.” Deleuze even says here that the complete 
determination of a differential relation produces a distribution of 
“singular points” or singularities that characterize it (DR 175), and 
hence here we have an articulation of Deleuze’s well-known 
metaphysical thesis according to which every multiplicity is 
characterized by a combination of pre-individual singular and 
ordinary points (see De Landa 2012 for a succinct presentation). In 
fact, despite Deleuze’s insistence that “complete determination must 
not be confused with reciprocal determination” and that it’s the 
former, not the latter, that “concerns ... the composition of a form 
or the distribution of singular points which characterise it” (DR 
175), some commentators blur the distinction. For example, Smith 
says “Once such [virtual] elements enter a differential relation ... 
their reciprocal determination determines a singularity” (2006: 51). 

This is the distinction between the two aspects of problematic 
ideas that Kant handled “extrinsically”: reciprocal determinability 
(the “Platonic” and “Leibnizian” interpretation of the calculus in 
Bordas-Demoulin and Maimon) and complete or infinite 
determination (the “Kantian” interpretation in Wronski). Deleuze’s 


point is that Kant handled both badly because he lacked (or 
possibly rejected) the intellectual methods of the differential 
calculus (DR 170). Without conceptual tools like the reciprocal 
determination of dy/dx, which Wronski called the “horizontal” 
determination of functions, and the complete or infinite 
determination of differential relations, which Wronski called the 
“vertical” differentiation of power series (Kerslake 2009), Kant 
could only take the analysis of problematic ideas so far. As Kant’s 
theory of ideas improved upon Plato’s, Deleuze will improve on 
Kant. 


Generalized intrinsicism 


Deleuze thinks that the above “intrinsic” account of ideas as 
productive differential relations reciprocally and _ infinitely 
determined stands in sharp relief with Kant’s problematic ideas, 
which are merely undetermined or indeterminable. This criticism of 
Kant’s ideas corresponds with Deleuze’s complaint (again, probably 
inspired by Maimon) that Kant’s account of experience is of merely 
“possible” and not “real” experience. That is, experience, in Kant, 
that is subjected to categories of the understanding claims to stand 
for a totality without remainder (all or the whole of experience), as 
if everything experienced conformed to the categories of the 
understanding, in relation to which ideas are extrinsic. In contrast, 
Deleuze thinks we must recognize a more direct, immediate 
experience of ideas insofar as they are encountered as problems. 
Our experience really is characterized by encounters with problems 
without conceivable solutions that galvanize our thinking. These 
problems have the power to shape and alter our current ways of 
thinking; they don’t simply provide the means for indefinitely 
generalizing them. 

Real experience contains ideas, that is to say, problems, 
determined differentially. Crucially, however, it contains problems 
not as actualities but as virtualities, which are nonetheless real. To 
get a sense of what this means, take the “pure relation” dy/dx. On 
Deleuze’s reading, the relation is “pure” because it remains or 
“subsists” even as the quantities in the numerator and denominator 
of the fraction approach zero. The “whole problem ... lies in the 
signification of those zeros” (DR 171), and in the case of dy = 0 
and dx = 0, Deleuze thinks the zeros actually signify the “non- 


being that is in a sense” of the values of x and y. Leibniz had 
already spoken equivocally: they are nothing but “not absolutely 
nothing” (Leibniz 1975: 545). Deleuze claims that here in the 
differential conception of vanishing quantities there is a 
“conception of the virtual that is both quite new and very rigorous” 
(Deleuze 1980). In the first half of the fourth chapter of Difference 
and Repetition, Deleuze develops a theory of what he calls 
differentiation (with a “t’”), a term he borrows from the operation of 
finding the derivative of a function in calculus and defines as the 
determination of the virtual content of a problematic idea (DR 207). 

I shall say more about virtuality in Chapter 9. For now, it suffices 
to say that Deleuze thinks describing the conditions of real 
experience involves arriving at a kind of intrinsicism, where ideas 
are not stretched on the Procrustean bed of the stipulated 
conformity of their contents with the contents of possible 
experience. To give problematic ideas a positive value and to do 
justice to their power, Deleuze says, one must think of them not 
simply as indeterminate but also simultaneously as determinable by 
some internal mechanism, and _ ultimately completely so 
determinable (DR 171). This is what “barbaric” interpretations of 
calculus accomplished in the wake of Kant. 

However, even though Deleuze develops his conception of 
problematic ideas primarily in terms derived from calculus, we 
should not conclude that calculus enjoys a special privilege beyond 
a certain heuristic usefulness: “We cannot ... suppose that . 
differential calculus is the only mathematical expression of 
problems” (DR 179). The history of the calculus is one domain 
where it is possible to witness the intrinsic determination of the 
problem, but problems are not per se geometrical. So, for instance, 
Deleuze also discusses the “group theory” of nineteenth-century 
algebraists Lagrange, Niels Abel, and Evariste Galois (DR 179-80), 
and credits Abel with the first radical reversal of the “problem- 
solution relation” because he showed how the quintic algebraic 
equation (raised to the fifth power) is really a problem without 
solutions, on the basis of finding a pattern in the solutions of 
equations raised to the second, third, and fourth power (Smith 
2003). That is, according to Deleuze, Abel discovered it is necessary 
to “determine the conditions of the problem which progressively 
specify the fields of solvability” (DR 180). 

Deleuze’s focus on the history of the calculus is no doubt inspired 


by his interest in Leibniz, but it also comes more directly from the 
philosopher of mathematics Albert Lautman, who argued that the 
existence of problems without solutions proves that problems and 
solutions are different in kind, and that problems have a kind of 
objective structure apart from their solutions (DR 178-79). In 
Lautman’s meta-mathematical theory, problems (which he, like 
Kant, calls “Ideas”) exist prior to (transcend) the solutions in which 
they are manifest and are also (immanently) present in the 
production of cases of solution. Lautman calls the tension between 
these two aspects of problematic ideas “dialectical” (2011: 203-6), 
and Deleuze remarks: 


Nowhere better than in the admirable work of 
Albert Lautman has it been shown how problems 
are first Platonic Ideas or ideal liaisons between 
dialectical notions, relative to “eventual 
situations of the existent”; but also how they are 
realised within the real relations constitutive of 
the desired solution within a mathematical, 
physical or other field. (DR 163-64) 


Deleuze adapts Lautman’s conception of dialectical ideas, which 
allows him to generalize the anti-Kantian, “intrinsic” approach to 
problematic ideas beyond Kant’s immediate successors and the 
history of the calculus. “Problems,” Deleuze italicizes, “are always 
dialectical: the dialectic has no other sense, nor do problems have 
any other sense. What is mathematical (or physical, biological, 
psychical or sociological) are the solutions” (DR 179). That is, 
problems, dialectically conceived, superintend other disciplines, 
constitute non-mathematical symbolic fields. Thus Deleuze 
characterizes a “problematic or dialectical Idea” quite generally as 
“a system of connections between differential elements, a system of 
differential relations between genetic elements” and points out that 
there is “nothing mathematical in these definitions” (DR 181). The 
definitions just refer to the systemic features of possessing relations 
between differential elements and differential relations between 
genetic elements. That is, the existence of a dialectical idea is a 
matter of structure. This account of dialectical ideas is “structuralist” 


in the same sense as the account of events in The Logic of Sense. 
There structuralism featured events with the ontological status of 
“non-being that is in a sense” possessing genetic power borrowed 
the stochastic character of “floating elements.” Here structuralism 
(which Deleuze calls the “only means by which a genetic method 
can achieve its ambitions”) treats genesis as “tak[ing] place in time 
not between one actual term, however small, and another actual 
term, but between the virtual and its actualization” (DR 183). 

If all it takes to incarnate a problematic idea is having the right 
structure, then, Deleuze says, we must pay attention to “the 
adventure of Ideas” (DR 181), that is, their peregrination through 
various disciplines. Mathematics is not the only domain animated 
by ideas: “Other orders of ideas are incarnated in other fields and in 
other modes of expression corresponding to different sciences”; the 
necessary conditions for such incarnation are simply, structurally, 
the existence of “processes of determinability, of reciprocal 
determination and complete determination” (DR 181). Lots of 
domains, including Epicurean atomism (as we shall see), contain 
those. 

To drive home the contrast between “Kantian extrinsicism” and 
structuralist intrinsicism, however, Deleuze borrows still other 
conceptual resources from mathematics. Kant relies explicitly on the 
premise that ideas are not just unconditioned but unconditioned 
unities or totalities (A326/B382 cf. A409/B435-6; K 19). Deleuze 
rejects the assumption and characterizes ideas in terms taken from 
Bernhard Riemann: 


Ideas are multiplicities . ... In this Riemannian 
usage of the word ... multiplicity must not 
designate a combination of the many and the 
one, but rather an organization that belongs to 
the many as such, which has no need whatsoever 
of unity in order to form a system. (DR 182) 


Riemann, following the pioneering work of Gauss, aimed to use 
differential equations to describe geometrical figures without 
reference to an extrinsic framework. This approach “eliminates any 
reference to a universal container or to a centre of privileged 


coordinates” (Lautman 2011: 112). Thus to say that an idea is a 
“multiplicity,” as Deleuze does, doesn’t just mean that it embraces 
many elements. More importantly, Riemannian differential 
geometry can model an anti-Kantian theory of problematic ideas 
because it regards the contents of ideas as subject to an internal 
organization without reference to extrinsic or transcendent terms 
that unify them. The conceptual innovation of a Riemannian 
Mannigfaltigkeit (multiplicity or manifold) lies in generalizing the 
notion of an_ intrinsically organized differential system, 
characterizing any n-dimensional space as a “multiplicity of n- 
dimensions” (Smith 2003; Durie 2006). Deleuze introduces 
Riemann’s vocabulary to give his immanent conception of 
intrinsically determined ideas an “appropriate mathematical 
expression” (Bowden 2011). In doing so, he is simply making 
explicit what had been implicit in the concept of a problematic 
idea: it must not be compelled into conformity with an external set 
of expectations or an extrinsic supplementary dimension. 

The comparison with Riemann’s multiplicities suggests that we 
can think of Deleuze’s anti-Kantian theory of ideas in the following 
way. To the extent that ideas are problems, different in kind from 
solutions and presenting a productive challenge for thought, they 
possess an intrinsic power. This power, however, has been 
suppressed. Kant, for instance, granted that ideas are “beyond the 
possibility of experience,” but claimed they are put to work by 
possible experience for its “extended use.” This gesture is a means 
of preemptively inhibiting what problems could potentially mean to 
us, show us, or force us to think. To use a political rhetoric, Deleuze 
thinks problematic ideas have a right to self-determination that a 
philosophy of difference should strive to respect and cultivate. Ideas 
determine themselves when they are not forced into conformity 
with a set of extrinsic requirements (usually requiring the 
unification or totalizing of the idea’s elements). 

So this is the context in which Deleuze claims that Epicurean 
atomism embodies a “physical idea.” I think when Deleuze says that 
Epicurean atomism creates hospitable conditions for a problematic 
idea, he means that the same sort of assertion of the idea’s right to 
self-determination occurs in this context. In fact, Deleuze 
specifically thinks that Epicurean atomism anticipates post-Kantian 
differential approaches to problematic ideas, such as you find in 
Maimon and Wronski in particular, because it is structurally 


characterized by “processes of determinability, of reciprocal 
determination and complete determination” (DR 181). 

At this point it is possible to make at least partial sense of this 
thesis. As I described in the last chapter, the Epicureans seem to 
have anticipated the concept of the infinitesimal in their doctrine of 
elakhista. Epicurus claims that limits are minima, not true limit 
entities, a physical proposition that looks like a non-starter from the 
perspective of conventional Greek geometry, but which, while 
officially repudiated, was surreptitiously inspiring or perversely 
useful for geometers like Archimedes. I also suggested that, while 
the Epicureans may have been hostile to geometry in general for 
anti-Aristotelian reasons, it is also possible that working out and 
formalizing the problematic concept of a self-consistent minimism 
occupied scientifically minded Epicureans like Zeno of Sidon. Latin- 
speaking Italian Epicureans may have been particularly keen on it. 
Although Epicurus’s physics was downplayed in the Greek-speaking 
context in the last couple of centuries BCE in favor of his ethical 
doctrines, a “native Italian Epicurean movement” had _ not 
completely lost sight of the implications of Epicurean physics for 
mathematics (Sedley 2009). Cicero mentions mysterious figures like 
Amafinius, Rabirius, and Catius Insuber in order to denounce them 
on partly geometrical grounds (Acad. 1.5-6). Sedley speculates that 
Latin Epicurean mathematics may have influenced Lucretius also, 
which strengthens Michel Serres’s ([1977] 2000) resolutely 
infinitesimal reading of Lucretius’s descriptions of movement, such 
as nec plus quam minimum, “no more than a minimum” (2.244). 

Yet, Deleuze says, “it is a mistake to tie the value of the symbol 
dx to the existence of infinitesimals” (DR 170-71). So even if some 
Epicureans did pursue infinitesimal geometry in such a far-sighted 
way, that wouldn’t on its own be enough to support the claim that 
they anticipate Deleuze’s favorite differential philosophers like 
Maimon and Wronski. What Deleuze considers the unproductive 
controversy over “whether infinitesimals are real or fictive” (DR 
176) was probably the main ancient Greek and Roman objection to 
Epicurean physics—as Archimedes implies, infinitesimals are so 
contradictory they can’t be real; it must just be a way of speaking, a 
“well-founded fiction” (TP 363)—and the controversy cropped up 
again with the resurgence of atomism in the early modern period. 
Leibniz himself went from treating infinitesimals as real to calling 
them fictional (Arthur 2008). The principle of a differential 


philosophy, Deleuze thinks, does not hinge on this ontological 
question. If it were worth answering, one way of doing so would be 
to adopt a quasi-Stoic strategy of saying that infinitesimals are non- 
beings that exist “in a sense,” but (as I also mentioned in the last 
chapter) the Epicureans avoid equivocating over “being” in the way 
that was common among Greek philosophers. 

Besides, the evidence for a formalization of problematic 
Epicurean infinitesimal geometry is razor-thin, and Deleuze doesn’t 
rely on it. Instead, he focuses on the atomic swerve (parengklisis in 
Greek, clinamen in Lucretius’s Latin) as a doctrine that clearly 
evinces how Epicureanism creates the right conditions for the 
intrinsic determination of the problematic idea independently of 
external constraints. Specifically, he says, the swerve is the 
Epicurean equivalent of the mechanism of determination embodied 
in the calculus by the differential relation (dy/dx): “the clinamen is 
reciprocal determination ... there is something analogous in the 
clinamen to a relation between differentials” (DR 184, translation 
modified). 

Whether or not infinitesimals exist is not as important for 
Deleuze’s interpretation as the question of how, by what 
mechanism, they are related. That’s because saying that 
Epicureanism is a field incarnating an “order of Ideas” depends on 
the physical system having the right “structural” features, not the 
right ontological commitments. Epicurean physics must embody 
both “a system of connections between differential elements” and “a 
system of differential relations between genetic elements.” Deleuze 
thinks the swerve plays both roles. The argument is supercondensed 
in Difference and Repetition, but by reading it carefully in relation to 
what Deleuze says in “Lucréce et le naturalisme” (1961) and 
substantiating Deleuze’s allusions to both Epicurus and Lucretius, 
we can see what it is about Epicureanism that makes Deleuze 
associate it with these notions. “Lucréce et le naturalisme” also 
provides evidence for Deleuze’s view that Epicurean physics 
contains both “processes of reciprocal determination and complete 
determination” (DR 181): the reciprocal determination of the 
differential relation in the Epicurean concept of the swerve, and 
complete determination in the Epicurean concept of nature as an 
infinite sum. 

Even though Difference and Repetition presents Epicurean atomism 
as just an example of a field that incarnates a physical “orders of 


Ideas,” the discussion of which Deleuze introduces and pursues in 
terms of Kantian philosophy and then mathematics, the order of 
presentation belies the importance of Epicureanism for Deleuze. The 
arguments about the clinamen, reciprocal determination, and a 
system of relations among differentials that are mostly implicit in 
Difference and Repetition, and so intimately related with the pursuit 
of an intrinsic alternative to Kantian ideas, actually first appear in 
the Lucretius essay, written well before any of the material on the 
history of the calculus, and indeed, before Deleuze’s book on Kant. 
There is good reason to suspect that the conception of the intrinsic 
differential determination of genetic multiplicities originates with a 
consideration of Epicureanism. 


Eidola 

Right before Deleuze identifies the swerve as the Epicurean 
equivalent of the differential relation, he says that Epicurean 
atomism “conceived of Ideas as multiplicities,” in this case, 
“multiplicities of atoms, atoms being the objective elements of 
thought” (DR 184). I take it this is just the observation that 
Epicurus identifies thoughts or ideas with a kind of atomic 
compound. Deleuze’s reference to “sensible composites” in the next 
sentence indicates that he is relying on Epicurus’s theory of 
perceptible “images” or eidola (simulacra in Lucretius). 

Epicurus, like Maimon, thinks that there is no hard and fast 
distinction between, so to speak, intuition and understanding: “it is 
when something from the external objects enters into us that we see 
and think about their shapes” (Ep. Hdt. 49, my emphasis). Both 
perception and conception arise from the same backdrop of atomic 
motion. How does it happen? In the Epicurean universe everything 
is always in motion (Ep. Hdt. 43), even those atoms at the edge or 
boundary of a compound body. While within a body atoms strike 
and hinder one another, upon reaching the edge they fly off 
unhindered, retaining, for a relatively long time, the compound’s 
shape. Epicurus describes these films of atoms as tupoi (“types,” i.e., 
“stamps” or “impressions”) bearing the skhéma (shape or form) of 
the compound whose outline they constitute. A couple of lines later, 
he names them eidodla (Ep. Hdt. 46). Atomic compounds constantly 
emit these membranes, Lucretius beautifully says, just as fire 
produces smoke and cicadas shed their skins (4.31-2, 56-8) and it is 


by means of the influx of homoschematic types in our senses that 
we perceive and conceive of bodies. 

Deleuze is well aware of the continuity between perception and 
cognition in Epicureanism. For example, he notes that in Lucretius 
the arguments for the existence of minima appear to be arguments 
by analogy with sensation (LS 268). Just as it is possible to isolate 
the smallest sensible part of a sensation (such as a visible patch of a 
shade of red within the manifold perception of a red book), it is also 
possible to isolate conceptually (even mathematically) a minimum 
part of the atom in thought (Lucr. 1.749-52; cf. Ep. Hdt. 58-9). 

He also seems to be aware of a couple of the doctrine’s significant 
oddities. First, it implies a distinction between the eiddla that make 
perception possible and the perception itself. Eidola aren’t per se 
perceptible; one perceives the original object and its properties. The 
intromission of eiddla occurs below the threshold of phenomenal 
consciousness. That may have something to do with the fineness of 
the images, which are “much finer than the observed objects 
[phainomena]” (Ep. Hdt. 46). Or perhaps it is a matter of the 
incredible speed at which Epicurus says they move: “since their 
movement through the void occurs with no conflict from [atoms 
which] could resist them, it can cover any comprehensively 
graspable distance in an inconceivably [short] time” (Ep. Hdt. 46). 
The production of eiddla is “as fast as thought” (Ep. Hdt. 48), a 
characterization Deleuze quotes to support his claim that atoms are 
“elements of thought,” or that Epicurean ideas are “multiplicities of 
atoms” (DR 184). 

In addition to latching on to this characterization of the speed of 
perceptible films, Deleuze suggests that the Epicureans have a 
mechanism for moving from the thinkable to the sensible: 


The Epicurean method is a method of passage or 
transition: guided by the analogy ... we go from 
the sensible to the thought and from the thought 
to the sensible by means of transitions. We go 
from the noetic to the sensible analogue, and 
conversely, through a series of steps conceived 
and established according to a process of 
exhaustion. (LS 268) 


This claim is impenetrable at first, but I think Deleuze suggests that 
it’s a differential mechanism at work. First I want to say a few things 
about the idea that perception and conception are continuous (or 
that there’s no hard and fast distinction between them), and then 
turn to the claim that there’s a differential mechanism in 
Epicureanism. 

The notion that conception and perception both depend on eidola 
is another widely derided Epicurean doctrine. It is often condensed 
into the lapidary formula “all perceptions are true,” and prompts 
Cicero to call Epicurus a “gullible man” (Acad. 2.82). Nevertheless, 
the doctrine was apparently crucial for the Epicureans. In 
Lucretius’s words, “our conception of truth is derived ultimately 
from the senses and ... their evidence is unimpugnable” (4.478-9), 
and “unless [the senses] are true, all reason will also be false” 
(4.485). Stephen Everson (1990) emphasizes the dependence of the 
doctrine on the distinctive qualities of eidola. “All perceptions are 
true” means that perceptions just are the action of eidola on our 
senses. Perceived in the proper way, and prolonged into thoughts or 
ideas, all eiddla are “true,” even when (as sometimes happens) an 
eidolon’s homoschematic relationship to its original is “distorted” 
(Ep. Hdt. 48). In fact, the distortion of eidola explains why we 
occasionally think and dream about non-existent creatures like 
Centaurs (Lucr. 4.722-76), and why a square tower looks round 
from a distance (S.E. M 7.206-0). The edges of the eidolon may be 
eroded by travel through the air, but the image that enters the eyes 
doesn’t deceive them. 

Of course, we may want “truth” to denote something more robust 
—for example, a relation of adequation between representations 
and reality subject to criteria of correctness. Everson points out that 
the Epicurean way of thinking about the truth of perceptions is a 
“disappointing result” from the point of view of “post-Pyrrhonian” 
expectations (1990: 179-81). From about the third century BCE, the 
Hellenistic intellectual climate was profoundly influenced by 
skepticism and the very un-Epicurean conviction that conflict 
among the senses is rampant (cf. D.L. 10.32 and Lucr. 4.486-89). 
This belief, endemic to almost all subsequent Hellenistic 
epistemologies, notably the Stoics and the Academics, led them to 
speak about truth in a different, to us more familiar, way: in light of 
perceptual conflict, how can we say anything perception- 
independent (“true”) about objects perceived? 


For his part, Epicurus was not uninterested in such questions, but 
he thought about them differently. While perceptions are always 
“true” or epistemologically primary, claims about what’s really out 
there, the sources of the potentially distorted images, can be false. 
In fact, only such claims can be false: “Falsehood or going-astray 
always comes from an added opinion [en t6 prosdoxazomeno]” (Ep. 
Hdt. 50). In other words, while the eiddlon is the primary truth- 
value bearer and such a thing cannot be false, it is susceptible to 
incorrect beliefs and opinions, as when someone overhastily judges 
that the tower that appears round at a distance really is round. In a 
remarkable reversal of philosophical discourse, the sort of claims 
about enduring objects in an intersubjective world that Epicurus 
relegated to “added opinion” eventually became the primary 
interest of mainstream epistemology. Once philosophers accepted 
the skeptical way of thinking about truth and falsity, the primary 
bearer of truth-value became a doxa, a belief or opinion, or an 
axidma, proposition, representation, or judgment. In other words, 
the subsequent epistemological tradition was not happy with how 
Epicurus seemed to collapse (or ignore) the distinction between 
thought (not interpreted as consisting of judgments and 
propositions) and sensation (its raw material). 

It’s possible to draw an instructive parallel with Kant and 
Maimon here, which will help us grasp the character of Deleuze’s 
interpretation of Epicureanism. Epicurus’s interest in the movement 
of eiddla (the Epicurean equivalents of problematic ideas)—and his 
way of speaking about them in terms of “truth’—is apprehended 
from an extrinsic point of view by post-Pyrrhonian figures like 
Cicero, just as, according to Deleuze, Kant approaches problematic 
ideas from an extrinsic point of view (in relation to possible 
experience). To the subsequent tradition, the doctrine of eiddla just 
looks like speculative physics and not serious epistemological 
theory because it doesn’t tell us anything about how we go between 
the two, allegedly distinct, realms of sensations and judgments or 
concepts. In fact, Epicurus himself didn’t hold these apart. Rather 
he endorsed the view that the study of physics must proceed on the 
basis of “primary concepts” (prota ennoémata) of the meanings of 
words that do not need to be demonstrated (Ep. Hdt. 37-8), 
“preconceptions” (prolépseis) that capture the basic outline of the 
entity we choose to examine (D.L. 10.33). The Epicurean view is 
probably that such concepts are given directly by perception, not 


generalized on the basis of it (Asmis 2009)—that is, they are 
themselves a consequence of the action of eidola. Diogenes Laertius 
even says that when we perceive a horse we know what it is 
because our concept consists of a tupos of it (10.33). 

In contrast to Kant’s approach, Deleuze says, Maimon provided an 
intrinsic mechanism. He substituted for Kant’s method of 
conditioning a genetic account of how the contents of intuition 
come to be experienced as simply given rather than (as they really 
are) produced by the infinite understanding working through us. 
Maimon’s mechanism was differential. That is, it involved the 
notion of differentials or infinitesimals, dx, which Maimon 
identified with ideas. On Deleuze’s reading, this approach improves 
on Kant because it makes the ideas determinable rather than simply 
indeterminate, and_ specifically reciprocally determinable in 
differential relations. Identifying the elements of sensation with 
differentials, that is, degrees of intensity that are not zero but 
smaller than any assignable degree (which are themselves 
imperceptible but graspable by reason), Maimon drew a 
mathematical parallel: these elements of consciousness are like dy 
or dx, which approximate 0 in relation to y or x (i.e., they are 
imperceptible per se), but they produce conscious sensations by 
entering into specific relations with one another: dy/dx. So we can 
understand the production of conscious sensations the same way as 
we understand how a differential ratio subsists even when its terms 
are reduced to 0 when we do calculus. 

When Deleuze says that the Epicureans proceeds “from the noetic 
to the sensible analogue, and conversely, through a series of steps 
conceived and established according to a process of exhaustion” (LS 
268), I think he means that they have a similar differential 
mechanism for explaining the distinction between the sensible and 
the conceivable. And if they do, then Epicurean atomism does fulfill 
the criteria for incarnating an “order of Ideas” that Deleuze 
stipulates in Difference and Repetition: containing relations between 
differential elements and differential relations between genetic 
elements. The whole argument has to do with speed, particularly the 
difference between the speed of atoms in eidola (i.e., the speed of 
thought) and the speed of the swerve. 


The speed of the swerve 


Deleuze points out that Epicurus does not just say that some 
multiplicities of atoms are eiddla. He also indicates that these 
problematic ideas possess an immanent mechanism of self- 
determination in the swerve: 


It is indeed essential that atoms be related to 
other atoms at the heart of structures that are 
actualized in sensible composites. In this regard, 
the clinamen is by no means a change of 
direction in the movement of an atom, much less 
an indetermination testifying to the existence of 
a physical freedom. It is the _ original 
determination of the direction of movement, the 
synthesis of movement and its direction which 
relates one atom to another. (DR 184) 


Let’s unpack the first sentence first. Sensible composites (eidola) 
contain atoms that are related to one another by the clinamen. But 
remember that Epicurus defends the existence of both atoms and 
subatomic minima of magnitude, isolable by thought. As I argued, 
what made this position simultaneously so difficult for ancient 
geometers to handle and so galvanizing (“problematic” in the sense 
of A Thousand Plateaus) was the way it banks on the existence of 
something like infinitesimals: unorthodox extremities (akra) that 
are not limit entities but minima of magnitude, actual but smaller 
than any assignable quantity. Here Deleuze says that the swerve 
explains how atoms are related to other atoms. A bit later he claims 
“there is something analogous in the clinamen to a relation between 
the differentials of atoms in movement” (DR 184). I take the phrase 
“differentials of atoms” to mean elakhista or minima. So, as I 
understand it, Deleuze’s view is that the doctrines of the swerve and 
of Epicurean minimism are complementary because the swerve 
relates infinitesimals. The relation between atoms must be a relation 
between infinitesimals because it occurs via their extremities, 
which, Epicurus suggests, are conceptual minima smaller than any 
assignable value because they have to do the work of limit entities. 
Thus with the little allusion to Epicurean minimism, Deleuze is 


asserting that Epicureanism is structurally characterized by the 
“relation between differential elements” to the extent that there are 
relations between atoms. The swerve is that relation. This is one of 
the two systemic features required for Epicureanism to incarnate a 
properly dialectical idea (DR 181). 

The rest of the passage quoted is also very significant. It signals 
Deleuze breaking with a whole tradition, according to which the 
Epicurean swerve was supposed to be what _ introduces 
indeterminacy into physical systems—for example, as an 
explanation of free will or the irreducibility of mental to physical 
states (Sedley 1983 and 1988; Bobzien 2000). Reliable reporters 
like Cicero (Fat. 22-3) and Diogenes of Oinoanda (HP §20G) 
present the swerve as a device for eschewing the necessitarian 
implications of atomism. Lucretius also depicts the clinamen as the 
guarantee of libera voluntas (2.251-56). Deleuze, however, thinks 
that the essential thing here is not the indeterminacy the swerve 
introduces into the Epicurean universe but rather the intrinsic 
determination it gives to the relation between atoms. What kind of 
determination is this? Since the swerve is a relation between 
differential elements, like dy/dx, it embodies a “process of 
reciprocal determination” (DR 181; 184) in Epicurean physics 
reminiscent the reciprocal determination that characterized the 
intrinsic approaches to problematic ideas in, for example, Maimon 
and Bordas-Demoulin—a relation that persists even as its terms are 
reduced to zero. Atomic composites (including sensible composites 
or Epicurean “ideas”) are determined by reciprocal relations 
between differentials of atoms. 

Avoiding the allusion to libera voluntas, Deleuze explicitly relies 
on Lucretius’s other argument for the swerve, which links the 
doctrine to both the notion of minima and the immanent creativity 
of nature: 


When these bodies [atoms] are being drawn 
downwards by their own weight straight through 
the void, at altogether uncertain times and in 
uncertain places [incerto tempore ... incertisque 
locis] they turn aside a little in space, just so 
much that you could call their motion changed. 


If they were not accustomed to swerve 
[declinare], everything would fall downwards 
through the deep void, like drops of rain, no 
collisions would occur and no blows be effected 
among the atoms: nature would not have created 
anything. (Lucr. 2.217-24, my translation) 


Lucretius glosses the degree of declination a few lines later: paulum 
... nec plus quam minimum, “slight ... no more than a minimum” 
(2.243-44). 

While this argument is sometimes taken to profess the necessity 
of a swerve at the origin of the universe, that reading would 
actually be at odds with what both Epicurus and Lucretius say 
elsewhere: the universe is temporally infinite and its motion is 
perpetual (Ep. Hdt. 43, Lucr. 2.569-80). A better way to understand 
the swerve (O’Keefe 1996) is not as an explanation of how atomic 
collisions began, but of why there are such creative collisions at all. 
Epicurus is probably responding, as usual, to Aristotle’s criticisms of 
Democritus, whose view was that all motion is “forced” or occurs 
through collisions among atoms, which means that the atoms 
themselves have no “natural motions” (Ph. 215a1-13; Furley 1989: 
101). Aristotle doesn’t like that. He complains that Democritus 
provides no arkhé or principle of atomic collisions (Ph. 252a32-b2) 
—not a temporal arkhé (a beginning), but arkhé in the sense of a 
governing inner principle or “nature.” What is the nature of the 
atomic collisions that create all the bodies in the cosmos? Tim 
O’Keefe (2005) interprets Aristotle as demanding a sufficient reason 
for atomic collisions—Why are atoms the sort of thing that collide? 
—and Epicurus as providing what Democritus didn’t. Even though 
you’d think atoms moving along parallel trajectories would persist 
in laminar movement, Epicurus says, they actually have a tendency 
to collide, the swerve, which affords the necessary condition for the 
creativity of nature. This interpretation of the swerve dovetails with 
Deleuze’s claim that its function is to explain the determination, not 
the indeterminacy, of atomic compounds. 

But Deleuze thinks there’s more to it than that. The swerve is not 
just a “connection between differential elements” but also a 
“differential relation between genetic elements” (DR 181). This is 


not the same claim twice over. The first says that the swerve is a 
relation between differentials that determines the movement of 
atomic compounds, even as the terms related (the “differentials of 
atoms”) approximate to zero, in a manner reminiscent of the 
reciprocal determination of dy/dx. The second says that the swerve, 
which is a relation between “genetic elements” (i.e., the atoms 
through whose collisions, Lucretius says, all the creativity of nature 
is manifest), is itself a vanishingly small or infinitesimal relation. 

Deleuze thinks you can perceive this fact when you consider how 
the swerve is “tied in a fundamental manner to the Epicurean 
theory of time” (LS 269). That is, think about the relative speed of 
atoms and swerves: 


If it is true that atoms, the elements of thought, 
move “as fast as thought,” as Epicurus says ... 
then the clinamen is the reciprocal determination 
which is produced “in a time smaller than the 
minimum continuous time thinkable.” (DR 184, 
translation modified) 


Likewise, in “Lucretius and the Simulacrum” Deleuze says that the 
clinamen is a synthesis of atomic movement and direction 
“accomplished in a time smaller than the minimum of continuous 
time” (LS 269). According to Deleuze, the Epicurean position is 
that, while eiddla move “as fast as thought,” the swerve is even 
faster. Why does he take this view? Well, first he reckons that “as 
fast as thought” means happening in a minimum of time: “this 
minimum ... refers to the apprehension of thought” (LS 269). As I 
discussed in the last chapter, Epicurean minima are conceptual or 
thinkable minima. Then he reasons: but in order for collisions to 
occur, atomic motion must have a direction joined to it, it must be 
vectorized. Since no motion occurs without a direction, that 
synthesis (the swerve) must happen faster than the speed of atomic 
movement, “faster than thought” (DR 184), and therefore, in a time 
smaller than the minimum of time. 

Deleuze interprets Lucretius’s phrase paulum ... nec plus quam 
minimum, “slight ... no more than a minimum,” to mean “less than a 
minimum” (LS 270; LN 22). To be “less than a minimum.” is to be a 


differential, smaller than the smallest assignable value. If that’s how 
fast the clinamen occurs—faster than the fastest conceivable speed, 
in a time shorter than the shortest conceivable time—then, Deleuze 
reasons, that means the clinamen itself is an infinitesimal, a 
differential. He calls it one: “The clinamen is ... a differential of 
matter and, by the same token, a differential of thought, based on 
the method of exhaustion” (LS 269). The implication is, as I 
understand it, that the swerve is a movement smaller than any 
assignable value yet not equal to zero. Thus the swerve is not only 
reminiscent of the relation between differentials (dy/dx) but it is 
itself a kind of infinitesimal. It thus satisfies the other criterion for 
being a dialectical idea; it is a “differential relation between genetic 
elements” (DR 181). But the phrase “differential relation” is not 
meant in the sense it usually has in Deleuze—a relation between 
differentials, that is, a differential ratio (dy/dx)—but rather in the 
sense of a relation that is a non-null minimum smaller than any 
conceivable relation: an infinitesimal relation. Thus, when, referring 
to Lucretius, Deleuze says that “‘Incerto tempore’ does not mean 
undetermined but unassignable” (DR 184, modified; cf. LS 270; LN 
22) he uses the same adjective (inassignable) he used in his seminar 
(Deleuze 1980) to talk about the “vanishing” quantities of dx and 
dy. The swerve is not only like the relation between differentials dy/ 
dx but also straightforwardly like the differential dx. 

Deleuze says that it is not surprising that Epicurus uses “the 
vocabulary of exhaustion” to talk about the swerve (DR 184). The 
phrase refers to language like “less than a minimum,” “smaller than 
a minimum.” He calls it that presumably because it’s reminiscent of 
Archimedes’s method of finding an area by continuously inscribing 
smaller plane figures within it, beyond any supposed minimum size. 
Remember that Deleuze says that such a “process of exhaustion”— 
which we now understand to refer to the concept of a differential or 
infinitesimal, a minimum less than any specifiable quantity— 
explains how the Epicureans distinguished the sensible and the 
conceivable (LS 268). They repurposed this insight that something 
can happen in “less than a minimum” of time, which originates in 
the doctrine of the swerve, to thinking about how perception 
transitions into conception: 


Just as the swerve of the atom occurs in a time 
smaller than the minimum thinkable time, so 


that it has already happened within the smallest 
time that can be thought, likewise the emission of 
simulacra [eiddla] occurs in a time smaller than 
the minimum sensible time, so that they are 
already there in the smallest time that can be 
sensed and seem to be still within the object 
after they have reached us. (LS 274) 


Eidodla are per se imperceptible because they move faster than the 
sensible minimum. The insight about speed derived from thinking 
about the swerve explains how it is that we can have subliminal 
perceptions without being aware of them. Deleuze elaborates by 
outlining a “gradation” of times by which the Epicureans allegedly 
thought we move from the thinkable to the sensible: from the time 
of the swerve (smaller than a minimum thinkable time) to a 
minimum thinkable time, to the time of the eidola (smaller than a 
minimum sensible time), and finally to a minimum of sensible time 
(LS 275). Each step of the gradation is related to the previous as a 
differential is related to a minimum assignable quantity, or as (for 
example) dx is related to x. By Deleuze’s lights, the Epicureans had 
a conception of the “differential unconscious” and how it shades 
into conscious awareness long before Maimon or Leibniz did. 

While the references to the “method of exhaustion” in the 
“Lucretius and the Simulacrum” essay are additions written in the 
late 1960s, the argument that the swerve is a vanishingly small 
relation is already present in the 1961 version of the paper. This is 
the core of Deleuze’s argument that there is a differential 
mechanism in Epicurean atomism, and it originates early, long 
before the analyses of Kant, the post-Kantians, and the calculus in 
Difference and Repetition. This early pedigree, I think, explains why 
in that book Deleuze doesn’t argue at length his point that 
Epicurean atomism incarnates an “order of Ideas,” which features 
both relations between’ differential elements  (elakhista, 
infinitesimals) and differential relations between genetic elements 
(i.e., infinitesimal relations between atoms). The analysis of the 
Epicurean “order of Ideas” was already largely accomplished by 
1961, the revisions to the “Lucréce et le naturalisme” paper being 
largely devoted to the topics of demystification and overcoming fear 


(Bennett forthcoming). 

Despite being the crux and the most original part of Deleuze’s 
reading of Epicurus, the claims about the speed of the swerve 
actually present interpretive difficulties. Tracking down Deleuze’s 
allusions threatens to destabilize his interpretation. While in 
“Lucréce et le naturalisme” the thesis that the swerve occurs in a 
differential of time (smaller than the minimum) appears as the 
product of a deduction—it must be so, given that there is the swerve 
and that atoms move as fast as thought—in Difference and Repetition, 
by contrast, Deleuze aims to establish it with a phrase in quotation 
marks attributed to Epicurus: “in a time smaller than a minimum of 
continuous time thinkable” (DR 184). This is at best a misquotation. 
Perhaps Deleuze is jotting it down from memory. In the parallel 
passage from the earlier essay a footnote refers to the Letter to 
Herodotus and provides some hint about what Deleuze may think 
he’s quoting. This first part of the referred-to text (Ep. Hdt. 61) 
describes the movement of unimpeded atoms in the void: all atoms 
move at an equal speed through the void, which offers no 
resistance. Furley calls it motion at “atomic speed” (1967: 124), and 
Epicurus says it occurs “as fast as thought.” The second part of the 
passage is about the collective or molar movement of atoms in 
compounds. Epicurus struggles to reconcile how it can 
simultaneously be that some compounds move faster than others 
and that atoms in these compounds are all moving equally fast. 
Here, in a tricky sentence, he either relies on or defines two units of 
time—neither of which corresponds to Deleuze’s “minimum of 
continuous time thinkable.” Compounds move at different speeds, 
but atoms all move equally fast because: 


Atoms in compounds are moving in one 
direction in a minimum of continuous time [kata 
ton elakhiston sunekhé kronon] and not in one 
[direction] in times distinguishable by reason 
[kata tous logo theorétous kronous], but they 
frequently collide until the continuity of their 
motion becomes perceptible. (Ep. Hdt. 62, my 
translation) 


Epicurus mentions a minimum of continuous time and what looks like 
a minimum of thinkable time but not a “minimum of continuous 
thinkable time.” In his pseudo-quotation, Deleuze conflates the two 
times and their corresponding speeds. 

How should we understand these two units of time? The second is 
easier to deal with. The speed of atoms in “times distinguishable by 
reason” is probably identical to motion “as fast as thought,” the 
“atomic speed” of the laminar movement of atoms through the void, 
or the speed at which eidodla fly through space. The other unit is 
trickier. A “minimum of continuous time” seems like it should be 
equivalent to a minimal quantum of time, since Epicurus uses the 
same word (elakhiston) to denote this time and the minimum of 
magnitude. But that can’t be correct. It doesn’t make sense to say 
that a temporal minimum is defined by the movement of atoms 
slowed down by crowding in compounds, because it remains possible 
to conceive of a smaller time and a quicker motion, that of the 
unimpeded atom. The true minimum of time is the smallest 
conceivable, and can only be formally defined as how long it takes 
an unimpeded atom to travel one spatial minimum. Indeed, so great 
an authority as Furley denies that Epicurus could be referring to a 
true minimum when he says “minimum of continuous time.” 
Rather, Furley thinks, “times discernible by reason” refers to true 
minima: “the times which are distinguishable only in thought are 
indivisible units of time—periods of time, of course, not instants or 
limits—within which an atom ‘has moved’ (for you can never say ‘it 
is moving’) over an indivisible unit of space” (1967: 124). 

The reference to the Aristotelian distinction between “is moving” 
and “has moved” (kinésis and kinéma) hints at how we should 
resolve Deleuze’s confusion: what Epicurus calls an “elakhiston of 
continuous time” is not the same as an “elakhiston of time” full stop. 
Recall that Epicurean time, like motion and magnitude, is 
intrinsically discontinuous, made of jumps. A minimum of 
continuous time must be, Furley says, a multiple of true minima 
(1967: 114), since being a true minimum implies discontinuity. In 
the very passage Deleuze refers to, Epicurus says that it is actually 
characteristic of error-prone “added opinion” to say that the 
minima of time distinguished by reason allow for continuous 
motion (Ep. Hdt. 62). In fact, the opposite is true: at the level of 
perceptible bodies there seems to be continuity but the 
discontinuous movements and times accessible to reason refute it. 


Continuity is a matter of extrinsic opinions. 

So Deleuze transfers the word “continuous” into his discussions of 
Epicurean atomic motion where it does not belong. Probably he has 
been led astray by Epicurus’s unusual use of the phrase “minimum 
of continuous time.” And possibly it’s a happy accident. Deleuze 
may be seizing on this phrase with a view to amplifying the 
connection between Epicurean physics and the analysis of 
continuity characteristic of the calculus, what Leibniz called the 
“labyrinth of the composition of the continuum” (1975: 159; cf. 
Deleuze 1980) or the law of continuity that governs truths of 
existence (F 50-53; Smith 2009b). But the discontinuity of 
Epicurean time and motion does seem to cut against Deleuze’s habit 
of associating the themes of continuity and problematic idea—for 
example, “To solve a problem is always to give rise to 
discontinuities on the basis of a continuity which functions as Idea” 
(DR 162). 

So it is not the case for Epicurus, as Deleuze claims, that the 
“minimum of continuous time refers to the apprehension of 
thought” (LS 269). But it would be fair to say that the true 
minimum of discontinuous time does. I don’t believe this error 
necessarily undermines Deleuze’s argument about the swerve. He 
just misses a distinction: there are not two relevant speeds here, as 
Deleuze thinks (the continuous speed of thought and the faster 
speed of the swerve), there are three (the continuous speed of 
opinion, the discontinuous speed of thought, and the speed of the 
swerve) (Cooper 2002). What Deleuze explicitly says—that the 
swerve, as a determination of the relation between atoms required 
for nature to be genetic, is accomplished faster than a minimum of 
continuous time—is true but trivial, since the continuous time of 
opinion is slower than even the time of thought. But what Deleuze 
wants to say is far from trivial. The determination of a relation 
among atoms is accomplished even faster than the smallest time 
determinable by reason 


Pan apeiron 


Deleuze says that in a domain that incarnates a dialectical idea, 
there are “processes of determinability, reciprocal determination 
and complete determination” (DR 181). So far we’ve only identified 
in Epicureanism the first two kinds of process: the determinability 


of atomic compounds by the swerve as an infinitesimal relation, and 
the reciprocal determination of the “differentials of atoms.” What 
about the third? 

The 1969 version of “Lucretius and the Simulacrum” connects the 
analysis of minima and infinitesimals to the claim that Epicurean 
atomism entails distinguishing true from false infinity: 


What is essential to physics is to be found in the 
theory of the infinite, and of the spatial and 
temporal minima ... . [and] this fundamental 
object of physics: to determine what is really 
infinite and what is not, and to distinguish the 
true from the false infinite. (LS 272) 


According to Deleuze, the Epicurean doctrine of infinities is 
somehow connected with the theory of minima (or infinitesimals) 
and their relation via the swerve. The question is: how? 

Both Epicurus and Lucretius carefully trace the distinction 
between what really is infinite and what is not. Lucretius explains, 
for example, that although atoms come in a variety of shapes, the 
number of shapes is not infinite because if it were, then there would 
be infinitely large atoms and the bodies they compose would also 
be infinitely large (Lucr. 2.479-528). Deleuze summarizes: “What is 
not infinite are the parts of the body and of the atom, the sizes and 
shapes of the atom, and above all, every worldly or intra-worldly 
combination” (LS 272). Epicurean “false infinity” is the limitlessness 
wrongly attributed to compounds of atoms we should really 
recognize as evanescent. For Epicurus, the distinction is ethically 
crucial. The study of physics helps to divest people of the 
superstitions that produce suffering and fear, chief among which are 
the threat of an infinite capacity for bodily pleasure (i.e., the notion 
that living an infinitely long time would be more pleasurable than 
living a finite period), and an infinite punishment of the soul after 
death (D.L. 10.144-45; cf. Lucr. 3.944-49, 978-1023). The failure to 
distinguish properly between true and false infinity means 
mistaking your soul, which is really a temporary combination of 
atoms, for something eternal. And that’s ethically disastrous: “The 
false infinite is the principle of the disturbance of spirit” (LS 278). 


Nevertheless, some things are truly infinite. Above all, Epicurus 
says, the number of atoms of each shape is infinite, as is the size of 
the void or space in which they agglomerate: “in terms of the 
number of atoms and the magnitude of the void, the universe is 
infinite [apeiron to pan]” (Ep. Hdt. 41). This must be so, Lucretius 
explains, in order for the phenomena such as we know them to be 
possible. If the void were finite, then the universe would be closed 
within a periphery and everything would eventually settle into 
place somewhere, making the ceaseless motion of celestial bodies 
impossible. Contrariwise, if the number of atoms were limited in 
unlimited space, they would be permanently disaggregated in the 
vastness of the void (Lucr. 1.984-97, 1014-20). In either case, the 
dynamic living activity of nature we witness could not occur; the 
true infinities of atoms and void are its conditions of possibility. 

On the basis of these arguments, Deleuze attributes to the 
Epicureans the view that “Nature as the production of the diverse 
can only be an infinite sum” (LS 267; cf. LN 28), not a finite one. 
They contrast an infinite (and therefore creative) universe with a 
bounded or closed one that gathers its elements into a whole in 
order to reveal the impossibility of the latter. Thus Deleuze says 
Epicurean nature is “a sum, but not a whole” (LS 267; LN 29). The 
argument is a transcendental one: if the universe were a totality 
(and either the number of atoms or the vastness of the void were 
finite), then it would not be creative, but it is creative, so it can’t be 
a totality. 

Deleuze’s phrase somme infinie probably renders Epicurus’s 
expression pan apeiron or Lucretius’s omne immensum (1.74), which 
both mean literally “unlimited all.” But it is significant that Deleuze 
uses a mathematical expression. I think the reason why Deleuze 
suggests that there is a connection between the notion of a relation 
among infinitesimals effected by the swerve and the notion of 
nature as an infinite sum is because he has in mind here another 
parallel with the calculus. 

Recall that Deleuze thinks the relation dy/dx (differentiation) is 
an example of a “pure relation” determinable independent of any 
particular values of x and y. If the swerve is the necessary condition 
for the creativity of nature (as Epicurus believes), and it is not only 
a relationship between infinitesimals similar to the “pure relation” 
of differentiation but also an infinitesimal (vanishingly small) 
relation (as Deleuze maintains), then the nature that it helps to 


create will be (something like) a sum of infinitesimal motions. That 
is, Epicurean nature in general should be characterized as a kind of 
integration—again, in a “barbaric” (pre-arithmetized) sense, 
understood as a sum of infinitesimals. 

According to the so-called second fundamental theorem of 
calculus, integration and differentiation are inverse operations. 
Newton and Leibniz discovered that there’s a connection between 
finding the derivative of a function by means of the differential 
ratio and finding the area bounded by a function, which Leibniz 
originally conceived of as calculating an infinite sum of 
infinitesimal areas (Boyer 1949: 206). According to Deleuze, 
Maimon and Bordas-Demoulin gave differentiation metaphysical 
significance, and Wronski did likewise for integration. To the extent 
that the creativity of Epicurean nature presupposes both the 
existence of the swerve (a _ differential relation between 
infinitesimals) and the infinity of nature (its not being bounded or 
whole), Deleuze thinks the Epicureans had anticipated the 
connection between them in terms of speculative physics. 

While the “differential” aspect of Epicureanism is embodied in 
the figure of the swerve, the “integral” aspect appears in a notion of 
the infinite sum of differentials. Just as Wronski’s “Supreme Law” 
that generates quantities in power series is generative of magnitude 
on the condition of being an infinite sum, so also for Epicurus there 
is a connection with being an infinite sum and being productive. 
These two aspects are also the processes of reciprocal determination 
and “complete or infinite determination” characteristic of Epicurean 
physics, which make it a domain that incarnates an idea. 

Deleuze discusses Epicurean atomism in the context of the theory 
of problematic ideas in Difference and Repetition. In this chapter I 
have undertaken to explain why that’s so, and what exactly it is 
about Epicureanism that Deleuze thinks anticipates the intrinsic 
approach to ideas characteristic of those post-Kantian philosophers 
and mathematicians who embraced the notion of the differential as 
a means of explaining the idea’s self-determination. 

Epicurean physics is a domain that incarnates a dialectical idea. It 
is, despite appearances, an “order of Ideas” in virtue of possessing 
specific structural features, “processes of determinability, reciprocal 
and complete determination,” in a way that anticipates modern 
fusions of mathematics and philosophy in Maimon and Wronski. 
The doctrine of the swerve is the key to Deleuze’s case. In the form 


of the swerve, Epicurus articulates both a “relation between 
differential elements” like the relation of differentials or differential 
ratio, dy/dx (because Epicurean minima are “differentials of 
atoms”), and an infinitesimal relation (smaller than the minimal or 
smallest thinkable relation). Thus the swerve stands for both pure 
determinability and reciprocal determination. Moreover, Epicurean 
physics imagines the process of complete or infinite determination 
to the extent that Epicurus determines (transcendentally) that 
nature (or the universe) must be pan apeiron, an infinite sum. 

Even though Deleuze’s discussion of Epicurean atomism in 
Difference and Repetition is very short—vanishingly short—in 
comparison with his discussion of, say, Kant or Maimon in this 
context, it is crucial. I have said quite a lot about this single 
paragraph. By reconstructing it in relation to Epicurus’s and 
Lucretius’s texts, and in relation to his discussions of Epicureanism 
elsewhere, especially the early essay “Lucréce et le naturalisme,” 1 
have shown that the core of this argument about Epicureanism 
actually antedates the discussion of the history of the calculus and 
Deleuze’s book on Kant—although, to be fair, Deleuze was thinking 
about Riemann and (to a lesser extent) Maimon in his seminars on 
Bergson of the early 1960s. I think it’s plausible, therefore, that the 
analysis of Epicurean physics occupies a very important node in the 
development of Deleuze’s thinking about problems and criticism of 
the dogmatic image of thought. 


a 


Epicureanism and Stoicism: Chaos and 
Thought 


Apollodorus the Epicurean, in the first book of his Life of Epicurus, 
says that Epicurus turned to philosophy in disgust at the schoolmasters 
who could not tell him the meaning of chaos in Hesiod. 

—Diogenes Laertius 


The influence of Epicurus on Deleuze is not restricted to the magna 
opera of the 1960s. In fact it permeates his thought all the way up 
to his final collaboration with Guattari, What is Philosophy? (1991), 
and the very late draft, “The Actual and the Virtual” (1995). In 
particular, Deleuze’s early interpretation of Epicurean atomism lays 
the groundwork for the meta-philosophical formalization of a 
“chaotic” image of thought, which he formulates with Guattari. 

In the last chapter, I described how “Lucretius and the 
Simulacrum” develops an interpretation of Epicureanism in terms of 
a distinction between “true” and “false infinity.” For Epicurus, the 
false infinity attributed to temporary, worldly combinations of 
atoms, like the soul, can be morally detrimental, but the true 
infinity of the universe (pan apeiron), its being a “sum but not a 
whole,” is the condition of possibility for the creativity of nature. I 
also claimed that for Deleuze the swerve (the other main Epicurean 
condition of possibility for the creativity of nature) involves a 
distinct thought about infinity, related to pan apeiron as the 
differential is to the integral. The swerve embodies an infinitesimal 
relation between atoms qua “genetic elements” because it occurs in 
a time “smaller than the minimum of time,” a duration shorter than 


any assignable or comprehensible duration. The corollary of saying 
that the swerve occurs in an infinitesimal time is that it happens at 
infinite speed, faster than the fastest finite speed (defined by a 
minimum of magnitude moving discontinuously through a 
minimum of space in a minimum of time). 

If that’s right, then it becomes clear why Deleuze and Guattari 
say that the image of thought advanced in What is Philosophy?, 
where the otherwise opaque notion of “infinite speed” plays a 
crucial role, is inspired by Epicureanism. What is Philosophy? 
famously defines philosophy as the “creation of concepts,” but the 
word “concept” evidently means something different from what it 
meant in Difference and Repetition: a form of identity in 
representation. The notion that philosophy’s role is to create 
concepts seems to be a further development of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s (Epicurean) thought about infinite speed. These concepts 
are attempts to retain infinite speed while making it more 
consistent and intelligible to us than it would otherwise be. This 
conception of philosophy and alternative image of thought cannot 
be completely understood without grasping the Epicurean 
background from which they derive. 

In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari talk about “chaos” as 
being defined by its “infinite speed,” but they also identify chaos 
with virtuality. This chapter aims to explain the dual 
characterization. The significance of the virtual is that Deleuze 
identifies it with both the Stoic subsistence of events and sense 
(“non-being that is in a sense”) and with the Epicurean conception 
of Nature as involving movement at “infinite speed.” It thus bridges 
his readings of Stoicism and Epicureanism. That the notion of the 
virtual is crucial for Deleuze’s alternative “image of thought” shows 
how this image depends on appreciations of Hellenistic physics and 
a synthesis of Stoic and Epicurean themes. 


Infinite speed 


The theoretical point of departure in What is Philosophy? is a 
relationship between thought and “infinite movement.” As Deleuze 
and Guattari put it: “Thought demands ‘only’ movement that can be 
carried to infinity. What thought claims by right, what it selects, is 
infinite movement or movement of the infinite. It is this that 
constitutes the image of thought” (WP 37). They mean an 


alternative to the so-called dogmatic image, which is theorematic, 
extrinsicist, and often inspired by negativity. What is Philosophy?, 
perhaps even more explicitly than Difference and Repetition, contains 
the formalization of an alternative image of thought, which 
conceives of ideas as problematic, intrinsically self-determining, and 
not negative. In fact, now the related oppositions between 
theorematics and _ problematics, propositions and _ problems, 
extrinsicism and intrinsicism, even reference and sense, appear to 
be part of a larger, triple framework. The concepts philosophers 
create, Deleuze and Guattari say, are “philosophical Ideas” (WP 8), 
which are “connected to problems without which they would have 
no meaning” (WP 16). But these coexist with other species of 
“creative Ideas,” corresponding to three “great forms” of thought: 
philosophy, science, and art (WP 197). According to this image, 
thinking involves the production of creative ideas—concepts of 
philosophy, functives of science, and affects/percepts of the arts— 
by means of a founding gesture Deleuze and Guattari call making a 
section of chaos, a slice or “plane”—of immanence, reference, and 
composition, respectively. 

In the context of discussing the philosophical “plane of 
immanence,” Deleuze and Guattari offer some clues about how they 
understand “infinite movement”: 


The plane of immanence is like a section of 
chaos and acts like a sieve. In fact, chaos is 
characterized less by the absence of 
determinations and more by the infinite speed 
with which they take shape and vanish. (WP 42) 


Later, they straightforwardly identify infinite speed with chaos: 
“Chaos is the infinite speed of birth and disappearance” (WP 118). 
Since “confronting chaos” is what incites the three “great forms” of 
thought to create ideas and install their respective “planes” (WP 
197), the notion of “infinite speed” appears to be the crux of What is 
Philosophy?, the key to the “chaotic” image of thought. 

It is not unprecedented for Deleuze to talk about “chaos” 
(Toscano 2010; Young et al. 2013: 59-62), but Deleuze and 
Guattari’s late, more technical evocation of “chaos” may have been 
prompted by reading the work of Ilya Prigogine, Isabelle Stengers, 


and James Glieck (Plotnitsky 2006) and Guattari’s emphasis on the 
theme in his schizoanalytic studies of the late 1980s and early 
1990s, which draw on both contemporary complexity theory and 
the concept of “autopoiesis” from the biologists Humberto 
Maturana and Francisco Varela (Genosko 2002). Nevertheless, the 
chaotic image of thought has, at least in part, an Epicurean 
inspiration to the extent that it relates thought to infinity in terms 
of speed. 

Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari give credit where it’s due: “From 
Epicurus to Spinoza ... the problem of thought is infinite speed” 
(WP 36). While the allusion to Spinoza is substantiated elsewhere in 
What is Philosophy?, the reference to Epicurus is not. Deleuze’s 
reticence about Epicureanism in Difference and Repetition, where the 
discussion lasts about half a page, is only intensified here. Still, 
thanks to the readings of Deleuze’s debt to Epicurus over the past 
two chapters, what Deleuze and Guattari mean to invoke should be 
clear: Epicurus connected the themes of speed and thought because 
he treated unimpeded atoms as moving “as fast as thought,” that is, 
at the fastest conceivable speed. 

More than that, however, I think that the phrase “infinite speed” 
refers implicitly to the doctrine of the swerve, which is so important 
to Deleuze’s appreciation of Epicureanism. In this doctrine, Deleuze 
argued, the Epicureans appeal to a motion and a time “smaller than 
the minimum,” and thus a speed even faster than the “speed of 
thought.” Because the latter is identical to the fastest finite speed 
(the movement of one minimum of magnitude over one spatial 
minimum in one minimum of time), here Deleuze and Guattari call 
swerve speed “infinite.” This suspicion is corroborated by the 
language Deleuze and Guattari use in the passage quoted above. 
Just as Difference and Repetition says that the clinamen is not the 
absence of determination but an “original determination” that is 
“unassignable” because accomplished in a time “smaller than a 
minimum,” here chaos is defined not as the “absence of 
determination” but the infinite, unassignable speed at which 
determinations occur. The relation of the three “great forms” of 
thought to chaos is an application of the differential intuition about 
speed from the early essay on Lucretius: there’s the fastest speed, 
that of thought, and the even faster speed that surpasses it. 

This final appropriation of Epicurus has both physical, or 
naturalistic, and epistemological, or ideal, aspects. While “Lucréce et 


le naturalisme” spoke about “Nature” as the condition of the 
“production of the diverse” (LS 267), What is Philosophy? assigns 
that role to “chaos,” calling it the “infinite speed of birth and 
disappearance.” Chaos has these two aspects; it presides over 
creation and destruction, parturition and evanescence, generation 
and corruption. Its infinite speed is not only a way of describing 
how chaos “undoes every consistency” but also how it determines 
consistencies. Speed is thus, in part, a way of accounting for 
becoming, physical or ontological genesis, in relation to what has 
already come to be. Many commentators describe Deleuze’s 
philosophy as promoting the priority of “relation” over the terms or 
self-identical things related (Duffy 2006a; Durie 2006; Bryant 2008; 
Smith 2009b). The thought is that a “thing” is just a local, relatively 
stable system of relations, not an essence that enters into relations 
accidentally. In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari talk about 
“speed” rather than relation. The virtue of this approach lies in the 
Epicurus-style differential comparisons it permits. For example, you 
can say that the speed of a being (however fast it is) is necessarily 
finite, since it is limited by being the movement of something that 
already is, but that such limited speed is surpassed by another, 
infinite speed, the speed of its becoming what it is, the speed of 
determination itself. If “infinite speed” means faster than the 
minimum time conceivable (a time minimum), then it is a fortiori 
faster than the fastest physical movement. Concretely, movement at 
infinite speed explains why determination has always already 
occurred whenever we isolate what we believe to be a conceptual or 
physical minimum. 

The epistemological or ideal aspect of this Epicurean distinction 
between the fastest conceivable speed and the faster speed it 
presupposes is manifest in the relations between the different “great 
forms” of thought (philosophy, art, science) and the infinite speed 
of genesis. I won’t talk about all three “daughters” of chaos (WP 
208), but I will say a few things about philosophy’s creation of 
concepts and the distinction between philosophy and science. 

In What is Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari memorably define 
philosophy as the creation of concepts (WP 5), but they don’t mean 
concepts in the sense the word had in Difference and Repetition, as 
generic identities that determine extensions and suppress particular 
differences (DR 12, 19). Rather, this is a new conception of 
concepts and an application of the thought about infinite speed, 


particularly in its dissipative, rather than its creative, aspect: 


The problem of philosophy is to acquire a 
consistency without losing the infinite into 
which thought plunges (in this respect chaos has 
as much a mental as a physical existence). To 
give consistency without losing anything of the 
infinite. (WP 42) 


Although chaos (infinite speed) “undoes every consistency” (WP 
42), that is, causes determinations to vanish as fast as they are born, 
philosophy aims to hold on to some consistency, maintain some 
determinations, in the face of the infinite speed that undoes them— 
without simply fleeing it. 

How does it do that? By creating concepts. Deleuze and Guattari 
describe a concept as “the point of coincidence, condensation, or 
accumulation of its own components” (WP 20), a gathering together 
of heterogeneous elements into a kind of whole, albeit a 
“fragmentary” one, whose elements are rendered “inseparable” (WP 
21). Being a “whole” here doesn’t mean being a form of identity 
“deployed within representation,” in the sense Deleuze criticized in 
Difference and Repetition (DR 288). Rather, it evokes the 
“inseparability” of the concept’s elements or the “zones of 
indiscernibility” among them (WP 19-20). The concept of a bird, 
for instance, does not refer to an Aristotelian form: it is “found not 
in its genus or species but in the composition of its postures, colors, 
and songs” (WP 20). These components that a concept gathers 
together are not particulars or individuals, but pre-individual 
singularities, the sort of thing that can be picked out by the 
indefinite article: “‘a’ possible world, ‘a’ face, ‘some’ words” (WP 
20; cf. PI 29-30). In turn, the particularity or generality of these 
singularities depends on their interpretation, on the way the 
concept is deployed, for example, whether they are given “variable 
values or a constant function” (WP 20). 

Characteristically, Deleuze and Guattari talk about this 
indiscernibility of a concept’s components in quasi-mathematical 
terms. They allude to the notion of neighborhood (voisinage) from 
topology: each component of a concept “partially overlaps, has a 


zone of neighborhood, or a threshold of indiscernibility, with 
another one” (WP 19). The topology of the concept is characterized 
by the radical immanence of its components, that is, the 
“intrinsicism” that Deleuze associates with Riemannian differential 
geometry. The components have no relations of “comprehension or 
extension,” yet they possess an intrinsic, intensive ordering: they 
are “pure and simple variations ordered according to their 
neighborhood” (WP 20). This ordering is what Deleuze and Guattari 
call the “consistency” of the concept (WP 19). The inseparability, 
indiscernibility of its components lends it a kind of context-specific 
intelligibility (Gasché 2014: 46). Deleuze and Guattari also recall 
the discussion of intrinsic or differentially determined problematic 
ideas, as opposed to “extrinsic” Kantian ones, when they emphasize 
the “self-positing” or “autopoetic characteristic” of concepts (WP 
11). Creating concepts doesn’t involve an intellectual faculty 
imposing forms of identity on multiplicities outside it. In fact, a 
“concept posits itself to the same extent that it is created” (WP 11). 
This is not a one-sided or extrinsic operation, but one that respects 
the self-determination of concepts, just as the approach to 
problematic ideas valorized in Difference and Repetition respected 
the self-determination of problems. 

So a concept is a condensation of heterogeneous elements made 
partially indiscernible. How are they made so? Deleuze and 
Guattari’s explanation invokes infinite speed: “The concept is 
defined by the inseparability of a finite number of heterogeneous 
components traversed by a point of absolute survey at infinite speed” 
(WP 21)—a definition important enough to be italicized. As Deleuze 
and Guattari note, “survey” (survol) is a reference to Raymond 
Ruyer’s conception of organic consciousness (WP 220 n.2; cf. Bogue 
2009: 313-14). Nevertheless, the importance of “infinite speed” to 
this operation of condensation reveals that the point is also a 
reworking of the idea that Deleuze takes from Epicurus: beyond the 
speed of atoms and thought (the fastest finite speed) there’s the 
even faster speed of the swerve. Here Deleuze and Guattari say it is 
particularly characteristic of philosophy to inhabit this difference of 
speeds that the Epicureans discovered. 

If philosophy involves retaining infinite speed while gaining 
consistency, then that distinguishes it from the procedure of 
science, which, Deleuze and Guattari say, is to slow down the 
infinite speed of chaos in order to gain a foothold for propositions 


(“a plane of reference”). To “slow down” infinite speed means “to 
set a limit in chaos to which all speeds are subject” (WP 118), that 
is, to set a maximum or minimum finite speed (a speed limit), in the 
form of a number, from which the movement of entities already 
actualized takes its bearings, but which tells us nothing about the 
process of their becoming. Thus science aims to “relinquish” the 
infinite. For example, “the speed of light, absolute zero, the 
quantum of action, the Big Bang” represent the limits of thinkability 
for their respective scientific domains to which all the propositions 
endemic to them implicitly refer (WP 119). Even the Cantorian 
transfinite, often thought to give rigor to the Leibnizian notion of 
actual infinity, represents the slowing down of infinite speed 
because it defines the limit of an infinite set (e.g., the natural 
numbers) as being itself a number (in this case, the first transfinite 
cardinal, aleph null) (WP 120-21). Deleuze and Guattari think of 
this as taking the loss of the true infinity to its extreme. 

The opening maneuver of the scientific struggle against chaos, in 
its dissipative aspect as the frustrating speed at which our thoughts 
escape us (WP 201), is to relate all scientific pronouncements to a 
finite extreme that, at best, goes proxy for infinity. In order to gain 
intelligibility by avoiding the radical, subrepresentative mobility of 
truly infinite speed, science gives up the unlimited coming-to-be 
that it actually presupposes. In contrast, the philosophical struggle 
aims to invent conceptual structures durable enough to survive 
infinite speed. That is, if chaos is the infinite speed at which forms 
take shape and vanish, doing philosophy is a way to increase the 
intelligibility of this process by creating concepts that emulate 
infinite speed but remain less dissipative than chaos itself (Cooper 
2002). It involves preserving elements in their coming-to-be 
(singularities like a color, posture, or song) as conceptual 
components, which would otherwise vanish all too quickly in a time 
smaller than the thinkable minimum. 

This image of scientific and philosophical thought is thus a 
reworking of the Epicurean distinction between fastest finite and 
infinite speed. But Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of concepts 
(as the condensation of conceptual components by a point of survey 
moving at infinite speed) shows them building on the Epicurean 
distinction. They say: 


The “survey” ... is the state of the concept or its 


specific infinity, although the infinities may be 
larger or smaller according to the number of 
components ... . In this sense the concept is act 
of thought, it is thought operating at infinite 
(although greater or lesser) speed. (WP 21) 


To claim that thought moves at infinite speed is to take a step 
beyond Epicurus, who maintained that the “speed of thought” is the 
fastest finite speed (of the unimpeded atom). On Deleuze’s reading, 
Epicurus did recognize the need for an even faster speed—that of 
the swerve—but he treated it as something inherent in nature, not 
in thought. Here Deleuze and Guattari say that the “specific 
infinity” of the concept is not a matter of gathering together an 
infinite number of variations but of moving at infinite speed. 
Perhaps this enhancement of Epicurean doctrine is meant to pay 
respect to the concept’s “autopoetic characteristic.” If the concept 
were purely and simply an application of a form of representation, 
it would only move finitely quickly—albeit at the fastest 
conceivable speed—but this would represent a “slowing down” of 
the infinite speed of chaos, such as one finds in the sciences. That is, 
the Epicureans’ restrictions on the speed of thought (in contrast to 
the speed of nature) show them being more scientific than properly 
philosophical. 

In fact, Deleuze and Guattari say that the philosophical concept is 
both infinite and finite: “infinite through its survey or its speed but 
finite through its movement that traces the contour of its components” 
(WP 21). There’s a difference between infinite speed and infinite 
movement. Although the concept moves at infinite speed, it is not 
an infinite movement. Rather, infinite movement is characteristic of 
the “plane of immanence” that philosophy presupposes and 
institutes: “The plane envelops infinite movements that pass back 
and forth through it, but concepts are the infinite speeds of finite 
movements” (WP 36). Still, the two are connected. The creation of 
concepts goes hand in hand with the sectioning of chaos (infinite 
speed) and making a “plane of immanence” (WP 42), a phrase 
which has been the subject of much interpretation (de Beistegui 
2010), at least one sense of which is a topographical plane. 

Deleuze and Guattari develop the mathematical imagery in a 
passage that explains how philosophical procedure involves both 


infinite movement and infinite speed: 


it is the plane’s variable curvatures [courbures] 
that retain the infinite movements ... The 
concepts can then mark out the intensive 
ordinates of these infinite movements, as 
movements which are themselves finite which 
form, at infinite speed, variable contours 
inscribed on the plane. (WP 42, translation 
slightly modified) 


The distinction between courbure (“curvature”) and contour is from 
differential geometry. A “contour” is the boundary of a surface or 
volume; and Deleuze and Guattari say elsewhere that “Concepts are 
‘absolute surfaces or volumes’” (WP 21, 202). “Curvature” is a way 
of quantifying how much a curve deviates from a straight line or a 
surface from a flat plane. The conceptual innovation of Gauss and 
Riemann is to have used differential equations to treat this as an 
intrinsic property of, say, a surface, a function of the distances on 
the surface rather than an extrinsic metric (such as a Euclidean 
framework). This passage seems to say that the plane of immanence 
retains infinite movements because it is made up of curvatures, and 
to suggest that this is how philosophy responds to its problem of 
retaining the infinite while gaining consistency. The allusions to 
differential geometry recall Deleuze’s thesis that the differential and 
infinitesimal calculus are devices for approximating the infinite 
analysis of continuous variations that Leibniz thought was only 
really possible for an infinite intelligence. Perhaps likewise, 
philosophical concepts allow infinite movement (in curvatures) to 
be tracked by conceptual contours gathering together a finite 
number of elements, so long as they presuppose the infinite 
movement enveloped by the plane of immanence. 

Given how Deleuze’s readings of Epicureanism elsewhere are 
intimately connected with his appreciation of the differential 
calculus, it is not surprising to find him and Guattari combining 
these resources from the history of mathematics with the notion of 
“infinite speed” derived from Epicurus. It’s no accident that Deleuze 
and Guattari adopt Epicurean language when they say that the 


plane of immanence “selects infinite movements of thought and is 
filled with concepts formed like consistent particles going as fast as 
thought” (WP 118). But they are certainly moving beyond 
Epicurean orthodoxy: “as fast as thought” here means not the fastest 
finite speed, but the infinite speed that Epicurus himself assigned to 
the swerve as a necessary condition for the creativity of nature. 

The other direct reference to Epicurus in What is Philosophy? is 
also very significant: 


Infinite movement is double, and there is only a 
fold from one to the other. It is in this sense that 
thinking and being are said to be one and the 
same. Or rather, movement is not the image of 
thought without being also the substance of 
being. When Thales’s thought leaps out, it comes 
back as water. When Heraclitus’s thought 
becomes polemos, it is fire that retorts. It is a 
single speed on both sides [sc. of the fold]: “The 
atom will traverse space with the speed of 
thought.” (WP 38) 


Thales, Heraclitus, and Epicurus are exemplary as philosophers who 
not only made infinite movement the image of thought but also 
appreciated the doubleness of the philosophical plane of 
immanence (the coextensiveness of the image of thought and the 
substance of being). Deleuze and Guattari paraphrase the key 
insight: “The plane of immanence has two facets as Thought and as 
Nature, as Nous and as Phusis” (WP 38, slightly modified). In other 
words, the “infinite movement” that constitutes the image of 
thought is both naturalistic and idealistic, “double” insofar as both 
a motion of thought and of being. The Epicureans—on the 
assumption that “fast as thought” means infinite speed—well 
understood the duality. 

In Chapter 3, I referred to Deleuze’s interpretation of the Stoic 
“surface” as embodying the ambition to offer a genetic account of 
how the two “series” of things and propositions are produced by 
one shared metaphysical precondition, in that case, the boundary or 


surface between them that Deleuze identifies with sense and 
populates with paradoxical elements. Deleuze and Guattari’s 
appreciation here of the Epicurean plane of immanence is strongly 
reminiscent of that aspect of the interpretation of Stoicism. In The 
Logic of Sense, Deleuze says that for the Stoics sense is the boundary 
between things and propositions because it is identical to both verbs 
and the incorporeal events that express them: it is a single sense on 
both sides. In What is Philosophy? he and Guattari say that for the 
Epicureans “it is a single speed on both sides” of the plane or fold 
between nature and thought. 

By implication, the (implicitly Epicurean) plane of immanence 
shares the same ambition as the Stoic metaphysical surface. Like 
Stoicism, it provides the resources for giving a holistic explanation 
of propositions and things, thought and nature, rather than 
“naturalistically” deriving the former from the latter, or 
“idealistically” the latter from the former. Whereas the Stoics had 
pursued this productive line of thinking in terms of philosophy of 
language and fatalism, the Epicureans converge with them from the 
point of view of atomic physics. Whatever the differences, Deleuze 
seems to consider it characteristic of Hellenistic philosophy to be 
interested in a “transcendental field” (of sense or of speed) as the 
properly genetic precondition of the divergence of language or 
thought and being or nature. 

In fact, it is possible to see in Deleuze’s alternative, chaotic image 
of thought a kind of synthesis of Stoicism and Epicureanism. The 
conclusion is confirmed by Deleuze and Guattari’s other way of 
talking about “chaos.” 


Virtual 


Deleuze and Guattari not only define chaos as infinite speed. They 
also emphatically call it “virtual”: “[chaos] is a void that is not a 
nothingness but a virtual” (WP 118). This second definition also 
informs a version of the distinction between science and 
philosophy: science “relinquishes the infinite, infinite speed, in 
order to gain a reference able to actualize the virtual” while 
philosophy retains infinite speed “by giving the virtual a consistency 
specific to it” (WP 118). 

So far I have touched on this notion only in passing, but it is 
closely related to Deleuze’s Maimonian aim of moving from the 


standpoint of “simple conditioning” and the conditions of possibility 
to those of “real genesis,” and to the theme of the transcendental 
field. Deleuze’s interest in something called the virtual arises in the 
context of his 1956 papers on Bergson, inspired equally by the 
latter’s positive use of the term in Time and Free Will and Matter and 
Memory—where, for example, he defines perception as “virtual 
action” and likens recollection to a cloud condensing “from the 
virtual state ... into the actual” (Bergson [1912] 2004: 58, 171; cf. 
Ansell Pearson 2005; Al-Saji 2004)—and by Bergson’s critique of 
the concept of possibility: “the same author who rejects the concept 
of possibility ... is also he who develops the notion of the virtual to 
its highest degree and bases a whole philosophy of memory and life 
on it” (B 43). 

In Creative Evolution, and particularly the essay “The Possible and 
the Real,” Bergson argues that many classic metaphysical problems 
are badly formulated, and that they evaporate when appropriately 
restated (Bergson [1911] 1998: 220-24, 272-98; Bergson [1946] 
2007: 78-80)—a line of reasoning that inspires Deleuze’s own focus 
on “true” and “false” problems. For example, the metaphysical 
chestnut “Why is there something rather than nothing?” evinces a 
pseudo-problem, and so does the question of why the cosmos 
displays intelligible “order” rather than “disorder.” Bergson says, 
these questions imply a confusion of “the more” and “the less.” To 
take them seriously you have to imagine that there is less in the idea 
of nothing than the idea of something, less in the idea of disorder 
than the idea of order. In fact, nothingness and disorder contain 
more intellectual content than their alternatives. Disorder, for 
example, actually implies a disappointed expectation of order, plus 
its negation ([1946] 2007: 80-1; cf. B 17). 

According to Bergson, talking about “possibility” involves exactly 
the same kind of confusion, but in this case it is even more 
dangerous: 


Underlying the doctrines which disregard the 
radical novelty of each moment of evolution 
there are many misunderstandings, many errors. 
But there is especially the idea that the possible 
is less than the real, and that, for this reason, the 


possibility of things precedes their existence. 
They would thus be capable of representation 
beforehand; they could be thought of before 
being realized. But it is the reverse that is true. 
({1946] 2007: 81) 


When one asks about the future in terms of what is “possible,” it is 
as if being real added something to being possible, or as if the 
possible were just the real minus existence. Troublingly, this way of 
speaking “disregards the radical novelty of each moment of 
evolution.” As Bergson memorably puts it, talk about possibilities 
involves the illusion that future events are stored beforehand in 
“some cupboard reserved for possibles” ([1946] 2007: 81). Really, 
“it is the reverse that is true.” Future events are not available for 
“representation beforehand” and are unthinkable before their 
occurrence. Conceiving of possibilities as preexisting their 
realization gets it backward. It is not the real that is modeled on the 
possible; rather it is the possible that is modeled on the real. 
Deleuze summarizes: “the possible looks suspiciously retrospective 
or retroactive; it is suspected of being constructed after the fact, in 
resemblance to the real which it is supposed to precede” (DI 101). 

Deleuze agrees with Bergson that this way of thinking about 
coming-to-be has serious drawbacks. In Bergsonism he reformulates 
Bergson’s critique: possibility-talk in philosophy fails to do justice to 
the idea the actual is meaningfully different from what precedes it 
because the concept of possibility consistently assumes that what 
comes to exist “resembles” and is a “likeness” of what it comes from 
or presupposes (B 97). You might think, like Aristotle or Diodorus 
Cronus, that it is appropriate to talk about the occurrence of events 
in terms of the realization of possibilities, but that strategy is 
inadequate. It defers a proper account of becoming and banks on a 
non-explanatory factor (the “possible”) abstracted from the real 
after the fact. The possible purports to explain the genesis of the 
real, but only by means of a model of similitude, sameness, or 
identity. 

According to Deleuze, “the virtual” avoids this drawback: “While 
the real is in the image and likeness of the possible that it realizes, 
the actual, on the other hand, does not resemble the virtuality that 
it embodies” (B 97). This is why Bergson prefers to use this 


language. Virtuality doesn’t resemble, or prefigure, the actual that it 
conditions. It completely abandons the (implicitly Platonic) image 
of thought according to which what comes to be is a copy of a 
preexistent model. Consequently, the key to the process of coming- 
to-be is not the identity or sameness of possible and real. Rather, “It 
is difference that is primary in the process of actualization—the 
difference between the virtual from which we began and the actuals 
at which we arrive, and also the difference between the 
complementary lines according to which actualization takes place” 
(B 97). To be virtual means to exist in such a way that being 
actualized means diverging, becoming different, in contrast to being 
possible, which means existing in such a way that being realized 
means staying pretty much the same. Deleuze takes from Bergson 
the view that explaining genuine generation requires the non- 
resemblance between the thing generated and its conditions; to be a 
precondition of real novelty, there must be no resemblance between 
condition and what it conditions. 

Deleuze’s focus in the last chapter of Bergsonism is on how the 
virtual is involved in physical genesis. In biological or living 
evolution, Bergson’s infamous concept of élan vital means the 
process of a virtuality being actualized; that’s why it always occurs 
by “dichotomy” or in divergent lines (B 94; Bergson [1911] 1998: 
99). This assessment of natural coming-to-be reappears in Difference 
and Repetition (DR 212), but in that work and The Logic of Sense 
Deleuze also extends Bergson’s critique of possibility from the 
physical realm (organic memory, evolutionary biology) to the 
theory of ideas. In particular he applies it to Kant’s conception of 
ideas as supporting the primacy of “possible experience” (Boundas 
1996; Smith 2009a). 

In the Transcendental Analytic, Kant had identified the categories 
(substance, causality, and so on) as the conditions of possible 
experience (“through them alone is experience possible”) and 
offered a transcendental argument to vindicate their application to 
actually experienced objects (A93/B125-26). Over the course of the 
deduction the transcendental arguments pile on. Famously, Kant 
argues, the applicability of a priori concepts to experience is, in 
turn, the condition of the possibility of experience being unified 
(e.g., A112, B143), that is, experienced as one consciousness, or 
composed of representations I can all call “mine” (B132-35). As I 
described in the last chapter, Deleuze thinks that in the 


Transcendental Dialectic Kant makes “Ideas” another kind of 
transcendental condition for possible experience, since ideas, put to 
work regulatively, bolster possible experience’s exclusive ambition 
to stand for all experience or experience full stop. That’s Kant’s big 
flaw, Deleuze says: his approach to ideas is “extrinsic.” 

To such transcendental idealism, with its allegiance to possible 
experience governed by categories, Deleuze prefers a “superior” or 
“transcendental empiricism” (DR 57-8, 143). He calls it 
“empiricism” since its allegiance is to what he calls, following 
Maimon, “real experience” as opposed to possible. Just as the 
Critique of Pure Reason sought the conditions of possible experience, 
much of Difference and Repetition and Logic of Sense is devoted to 
finding the conditions of real experience. Deleuze’s complaint is a 
version of Maimon’s: he is looking for “a condition of real 
experience, not of possible experience. It forms an intrinsic genesis, 
not an extrinsic conditioning” (DR 154). Significantly, Deleuze says, 
in terms recalling the reversal of Platonism, genuinely genetic 
conditions will be those that do not resemble what they condition: 


The simulacrum is the instance which includes a 
difference within itself ... all resemblance 
abolished so that one can no longer point to the 
existence of an original and a copy. It is in this 
direction that we must look for the conditions, 
not of possible experience, but of real experience 
(selection, repetition, etc.). It is here that we find 
the lived reality of a sub-representative domain. 
(DR 69) 


The non-resemblance of the transcendental conditions of real 
experience to actual objects provides the clue that these conditions 
are virtual. As Deleuze puts it in The Logic of Sense: “We seek to 
determine an impersonal and pre-individual transcendental field, 
which does not resemble the corresponding empirical fields” (LS 
102). The criticism there of those philosophers who gave the 
transcendental field the “form of a synthetic personal consciousness 
or a subjective identity” (LS 98-9) is a specific case of the more 
general, basically anti-Platonic, rule that “the foundation can never 


resemble what it founds” (LS 99). Virtuals offer the ideal 
transcendental field, from this point of view, because they are 
defined minimally, in contrast to possibles, as non-resembling. 

What virtual things, exactly, populate the Deleuzian 
transcendental field? The answer will be unsurprising after the 
discussion of differential ideas in the last chapter and the chapters 
on Stoicism above: “[T]his reality of the virtual is constituted by the 
differential relations and the distributions of singularities” (DI 101); 
“The reality of the virtual consists of the differential elements and 
relations along with the singular points which correspond to them. 
The reality of the virtual is structure” (DR 209). In a nutshell, the 
transcendental field contains all the “virtual content” of the 
Deleuzian problematic idea (DR 206), and all the singularities 
Deleuze identifies with events “deployed in a problematic field” (LS 
56; cf. LS 102-3, WP 160). 

In Difference and Repetition, Deleuze notes a close relationship 
between the concepts of structure, event, and sense: “There is no 
more opposition between event and structure or sense and structure 
than there is between structure and genesis” (DR 191). Structures 
include ideal events that determine real ones, and they are also 
senses with respect to the actual relations in which they are 
incarnated. “The true opposition” Deleuze says, “lies elsewhere: 
between Idea (structure-event-sense) and representation. With 
representation, concepts are like possibilities” (DR 191). Remember 
that, according to Deleuze, in Kant’s theory of ideas “representation 

. is not really overcome” (DR 178). Kant did not embrace the 
symbol of subrepresentative difference, dx, and so he characterized 
ideas as undetermined rather than as differentially determinable. By 
saying that in representation concepts are like possibilities, Deleuze 
is implying that the Kantian transcendental conditions for possible 
experience (the categories) are themselves akin to “possibilities” in 
the Bergsonian sense. That is, they are molded on, already have the 
form of or resemble, the real experiences they anticipate. Kant’s 
transcendental conditions are already too similar to what they 
condition. The foundation resembles what it founds, and not just 
because the form of the transcendental field is a “synthetic personal 
consciousness” (as in the Transcendental Analytic) but also because 
the ideas are treated analogically in the Transcendental Dialectic— 
we act “as if’? they corresponded with of actual beings. This 
“resemblance” is what makes it so easy and desirable to put them to 


work regulatively. In contrast to the “possibility” of these 
conditions, Deleuze says, the differentially determinable 
problematic idea “makes a virtue of quite different characteristics.” 
In particular, “The virtuality of the Idea has nothing to do with 
possibility” (DR 191). 

Now, despite the fact that Kant used transcendental arguments 
(of the form: x is the necessary condition of the possibility of y; y; 
therefore x) to reinforce the primacy of possible experience, this 
style of argument clearly remains important for Deleuze (Chase and 
Reynolds 2010). I singled out a Deleuzian transcendental argument 
earlier in the chapter on Stoic paradoxes: sense, which is also called 
“event” to the extent that it borrows the unpredictable, inexplicable 
character of paradox or nonsense, is a necessary condition for both 
denotation and signification (LS 19, 95). The most famous of 
Deleuze’s transcendental arguments memorably runs as follows: 
“Difference is not diversity. Diversity is given, but difference is that 
by which the given is given, that by which the given is given as 
diverse” (DR 222). This passage specifies the starting point of 
Deleuze’s basic transcendental-empirical argument: the actual 
diversity of real experience transcendentally requires virtual 
singularities and the principle of difference by which they are 
actualized or come to be (as opposed to the principle of identity 
involved in the realization of possibles). These problematic ideas 
with their “virtual content” of differential relations, singularities, 
senses, and events, are the transcendental conditions of real 
experience. 

Deleuze’s appropriation of the concept of the virtual and the 
critique of possibility from Bergson shows that his concern is to 
account for difference in the sense of the coming-to-be of the new. 
Bergson said that “possibility”-talk made that kind of genesis 
inconceivable. However, to the extent that Deleuze took Bergson’s 
points and developed them in a transcendental argument— 
notwithstanding his wariness toward the Kantian extrinsicism such 
arguments often imply—I suspect he is also looking to the 
Epicureans for inspiration. As I have explained, the Epicureans 
argued transcendentally for both the true infinity of the universe 
(with respect to the number of atoms and extent of the void) and 
the swerve, two arguments of which Deleuze was well aware. 
According to the interpretations of Epicureanism in “Lucréce et le 
naturalisme” and Difference and Repetition, the speed of the swerve is 


faster than the fastest conceivable speed, and, on my reading, that’s 
what Deleuze and Guattari mean when they allude to how Epicurus 
appreciated the importance of “infinite speed.” Since What is 
Philosophy? also identifies infinite speed with the “virtual,” I think 
it’s fair to say that Deleuze and Guattari treat the Epicureans as 
having anticipated Deleuze’s own transcendental argument that the 
genetic condition for the production of the diverse is virtual. The 
very last of Deleuze’s published works, the draft essay “The Actual 
and the Virtual,” goes some way to supporting this conclusion that 
the genetic condition of the new has an Epicurean pedigree: 


Philosophy is the theory of multiplicities, each of 
which is composed of actual and _ virtual 
elements. Purely actual objects do not exist. 
Every actual surrounds itself with a cloud of 
virtual images . ... They are called virtual in so 
far as their emission and absorption, creation 
and destruction, occur in a period of time shorter 
than the shortest continuous period imaginable. (AV 
148, my emphasis) 


Deleuzian transcendental arguments that appeal to virtual 
differential relations and events as the conditions of novelty and 
diversity are seemingly more Epicurean than Kantian. 

Already in Difference and Repetition, the discussion of “the virtual” 
has these two sides: ontological and epistemological, phusis and 
nous. These are the two “halves of difference” (DR 221) that 
Deleuze distinguishes orthographically as differentiation and 
differenciation, terms which he uses to pick out, respectively, the 
specification of the virtual content of the problematic idea and the 
divergent actualization of problematic ideas (DR 207; cf. Boundas 
1996; Salanskis 2006). So when Deleuze and Guattari describe the 
image of thought characterized by the reality of the virtual as being 
“double” or having the two facets, Thought and Nature, they 
rehearse this familiar theme. 

From the point of view of my argument, however, the interesting 
thing to notice is that the noetic facet of the image of thought 
involves a response to Kantian possible experience—the virtual is 


the non-resembling transcendental field required for the genesis of 
real experience—while the physical facet is a response to 
Aristotelian ontology, and especially the analogy of being. 

Remember that Deleuze considered the thesis of the univocity of 
being, adapted from Duns Scotus, crucial for creating a concept of 
difference. The idea that being is said in one and the same sense of 
its individuating modalities stands in stark contrast with the so- 
called analogy of being, characteristic of the Aristotelian tradition, 
which rests content with inscribing difference between concepts 
(i.e., treating difference as relative to identities): “univocal being 
belongs only to difference” (DR 66). 

Univocity is, however, a complicated thing. If univocal being 
means saying “is” immediately of individuating differences, and 
thus being able to embrace the thesis that Plato thought was risible 
—“It is being which is difference, in the sense that it is said of 
difference” (DR 39)—then being must be something pretty complex, 
pretty sophisticated. | Univocal doesn’t mean _ simple, 
undifferentiated, homogeneous. Rather, to relate different to 
different, without any mediation by the identical, similar, 
analogous, or opposed (DR 117), univocal being must be internally 
complex. As Smith says: 


Being must not only be able to account for the 
external difference between beings, but also the 
fact that beings themselves are multiplicities 
marked by an “internal difference”; and the 
ontological difference [the identity of being and 
difference] must not only refer to the non- 
categorical difference between Being and beings, 
but also the internal difference of Being from 
itself. (2001: 179) 


According to this thesis, the ontological concepts developed in 
Difference and Repetition are tools for thinking this “co-articulation 
of Being and difference” without letting sameness, resemblance, or 
analogy slip back in. And that includes the concept of the virtual. 
The notion of “virtuality” is a way of talking about this “internal 
difference” between being and itself—the way in which, in order for 


being and difference to be identical, being cannot be identical to 
itself. 

Remember that Deleuze reported Aristotle’s argument that being 
cannot be a genus because “specific differences are” (DR 32). As a 
consequence, he says, Aristotelian being can only have a 
“distributive” identity in representation, that is, one consisting of 
represented analogies akin to those between genuinely different 
genera. Here Deleuze also argues: 


If it is true that analogy denies being the status 
of a common genus because the (specific) 


differences “are”, then conversely, univocal 


being is indeed common in so far as the 
(individuating) differences “are not” and must 
not be. (DR 39) 


In contrast to Aristotle, Deleuze says, being can only be common, in 
the way that univocal being must be if it is said in the same way of 
everything, if the individuating differences of which it is said are 
also said not to be. 

Deleuze maintains what looks like a flat contradiction. He affirms 
both that “it is being that is difference” and “non-being is 
Difference” (DR 64). It is, however, a “very particular sense” in 
which these individuating differences “are not” (DR 39). As he 
explains later, they “are not” in the sense that the “celebrated thesis 
of the Sophist’—non-being is in a sense, as difference—made the 
expression “‘non-being’ express[] something other than the negative” 
(DR 63), namely, otherness, difference. Deleuze shows off his Greek: 
“non-being is Difference” in the sense of “heteron, not enantion” (DR 
64), otherness, not contradiction. 

Deleuze playfully calls such otherness “(non)-being” or “?-being” 
(DR 64; LS 123). I argued in the first chapters of this book that 
Deleuze is referring to the notion of “non-being that is in a sense,” 
cautiously advanced by Plato, and enthusiastically adopted by the 
Stoics. This is the ontological status of incorporeals like lekta, and 
the events and senses with which Deleuze identifies them. It is also 
the status of the components of a problematic idea, such as the 
differential relations and singularities that come to be actualized in 


physical genesis: the subsistence or “quasi-being” of the “ideal 
event” (DR 155-56). Both virtuality and the “being of the 
problematic” (DR 63) are ways of talking about this (non-)being or 
?-being inherent in univocal being (Smith 2001: 179). We can now 
perceive how the importance of the “virtual” for Deleuze is related 
both to Epicurean transcendental arguments about creative nature 
and also to the ontological innovations of the Sophist and the Stoics. 
The virtual is an updated version of non-being that is in a sense that 
accounts for the being’s “internal difference” to itself. 

Thus it makes sense that, as I discussed, A Thousand Plateaus 
contrasts Aristotelian hylomorphism with Simondon’s individuation 
in metastable systems. Deleuze himself recognizes that the “reality 
of the virtual” is the thesis, adapted from Simondon, that reality is 
“out of phase” with itself (Bogue 1989: 61-3). As Simondon 
suggested, being, or reality, is a metastable system, the like of 
which Aristotelian philosophy didn’t recognize. Like a 
supersaturated solution, it is characterized by a “fundamental 
difference” between “two different dimensions, two disparate layers 
of reality,” of individual forms and of the _ pre-individual 
“singularities” actualized in, for example, phase transitions (DI 87). 
In soda water, for example, more COQ is dissolved in water at 
higher pressure than at lower pressure. “The virtual” is, so to speak, 
dissolved in being under similar intensive conditions and 
actualization is like the coming out of solution of a compound in 
supersaturation— like the crystallization of glucose in a 
supersaturate like honey (LS 103, TP 49-50, 60; N 66; AV 150; DI 
88, 92). 

By the time of What is Philosophy?, all the elements of Deleuze’s 
interpretations of ancient Greek physics are in play. He and 
Guattari are putting together these noetic and physical elements 
from Stoicism and Epicureanism in an image of thought that is, in 
part, a synthesis of both. The tortuous route through the theory of 
ideas, post-Kantian philosophy, the history of calculus and 
differential geometry, returns us to a point very like where we 
arrived at the end of the Sophist, before the “disastrous” cul de sac of 
Aristotelian ontology. Deleuze’s concept of difference in Difference 
and Repetition involves a quasi-Stoic ontological stemma where the 
supreme genus (so to speak) is difference: difference is said both of 
being and of non-being. 

Despite the complexity of its derivation and its multifarious links 


to topics in philosophy and science, Deleuze deploys the concept of 
the virtual in, I think, a relatively simple way. The virtual is a 
minimalist transcendental field, with a “minimum of being” (DR 
156; LS 56, 180). Its function is simply to be the precondition or 
force appealed to in transcendental arguments about what must 
necessarily precondition diversity—namely, the contents of 
problematic ideas, such as differential relations and singularities— 
without predetermining, prefiguring, or resembling the conditioned. 

Deleuze’s big wager is that if there is a non-resemblance between 
what you might call the “ontological status” of a condition and of 
what it conditions (such as a difference between non-being that is 
in a sense and beings), then this conditioning will not be sterile but 
productive. That’s because there has to be an “internal difference” 
in being, in order for the thesis that univocal being is difference to 
hold water, or (to say the same thing in different words) for 
difference to be the “supreme genus.” Deleuze marks the difference 
in ontological status in a variety of ways—non-being that is in a 
sense, event, being of the problematic, ?-being—but he expresses 
the thought most consistently in terms of the contrast between 
“actual” and “virtual” reality. 


Conclusion 


My purpose here is not to defend Deleuze’s concepts of the 
“virtual,” non-being that is in a sense, or “infinite speed,” but to 
show how they fit into Deleuze’s lifelong engagement with 
Hellenistic mediators. The genetic story Deleuze wants to tell about 
the diversity of entities, which transcendentally requires difference, 
either as “non-being that is in a sense” or as “virtually infinite 
speed,” involves a critical appreciation of the Stoics and Epicureans 
in particular. Deleuze lionizes their contributions to thinking about 
nature and thought in comparison to the Aristotelian tradition he 
disparages. The importance of the Stoics to Deleuze, no less than 
the Epicureans, remains constant until the end—for example, 
Deleuze and Guattari explain the disciplinary and methodological 
differences between science and philosophy in terms of the Stoic 
distinction “between, on the one hand, states of affairs or mixtures 
of bodies in which the event is actualized and, on the other, 
incorporeal events” (WP 127); the philosophical concept “speaks 
the event” (WP 21). But, on balance, What is Philosophy? suggests 


that Deleuze and Guattari are putting Stoic concepts together with 
Epicurean ones in a way they think will be complementary. They 
seek a rapprochement between the Stoics and Epicureans, who both 
resist the Aristotelian tendency to think of coming-to-be in terms of 
identities and subordinate, relative differences. 

It is not a stretch to say that Deleuze’s “chaotic” image of thought 
is inspired by close readings of both Stoic and Epicurean physics. In 
fact, the two “facets” of this image of thought, phusis and nous, map 
onto each, respectively. On the one hand, the Stoic adoption of 
Plato’s non-being that is in a sense—prolonged into the reality of 
the virtual—is crucial for the concept of difference in itself and 
univocal being as alternatives to Aristotelian ontology and physics. 
On the other, the Epicurean conception of infinitesimal relations, 
and their incredible speed, is essential for Deleuze’s differential 
rejoinder to Kant’s theory of ideas, his use of transcendental 
argumentation to articulate the genetic conditions of real 
experience, and the specification of the content of virtual ideas. 

The previous three chapters have argued that Epicurus is much 
more important to Deleuze than he seems at first glance. 
Understanding Deleuze’s use of Epicureanism, for example, is 
crucial for understanding his conception of problematic ideas. It is, 
however, no more above criticism than Stoicism. In Difference and 
Repetition Deleuze complains that the Epicureans lack an 
appropriately strong distinction between events and states of affairs, 
so that the Epicurean understanding of the immanent determination 
of problems (the swerve) is liable to degenerate into a claim 
concerning physical motive force. Despite the fact that the swerve 
communicates the immanent auto-determination of the virtual 
contents of a problematic idea, “the Epicurean atom still retains too 
much independence, a shape and an actuality. Reciprocal 
determination [the intrinsic determination implied by clinamen] 
here still has too much of the aspect of a spatio-temporal relation” 
(DR 184). The criticisms in The Logic of Sense are related: unlike the 
Stoics, the Epicureans fail to distinguish appropriately between 
bodies and events (LS 6, 270). Instead, they use the swerve to 
“cleave” the causal relation in an un-Stoic way: rather than making 
causes bodies and effects events, they treat the swerve (an event) as 
a cause of the impacts among bodies. Sadly, however, that makes 
the swerve look like a figure of spatiotemporal or negative 
indeterminacy. Lacing together the Stoics and Epicureans, as 


Deleuze does, mitigates these limitations and blocks the dominant 
reading of Epicureanism in terms of indeterminacy and actuality in 
favor of an interpretation in terms of determination and the virtual. 


Conclusion 


Arnaud Villani: Phusis seems to play a big role in your work. 

Gilles Deleuze: You are correct. I believe I’m circling around a 
certain idea of Nature, but I don’t think I’ve come yet to consider that 
notion directly. 
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—Deleuze, “Réponses a une série de questions’ 


Guattari and I want to get back to our joint work and produce a sort 
of philosophy of Nature, now that any distinction between nature and 
artifice is becoming blurred. 

—Deleuze, “On Philosophy” 


My purpose has been to show how Hellenistic mediators are 
implicated in the development of some of Deleuze’s major concepts. 
Deleuze’s arguments about events, difference, and problems tend to 
refer or respond to particular Stoic, Aristotelian, and Epicurean 
doctrines, respectively, but there is considerable overlap. Deleuze 
says that conceptual mediators, like these ancient Greeks, are 
necessary for philosophizing creatively; the line between “doing” 
the history of philosophy and philosophy proper is not sharp, if it 
exists at all. So it’s unsurprising that there’s so much mediation in 
Deleuze’s texts. What may be surprising is how essential Hellenistic 
mediators are, especially the Epicureans. 

In his approach to the history of philosophy, Deleuze says he 
wants to “maximally modify” the views of other philosophers, 
painting portraits of them as “philosophically bearded” or “clean- 
shaven” as the case may be, while still retaining the baseline 
faithfulness of a collaborator. The subjects of his portraits must, 
after all, actually say what he depicts them as saying (N 5-6). The 
same goes for these Hellenistic mediators. Deleuze enlists them in 
his particular post-structuralist project, and may seem to impute 


views to them which it is implausible, or even inaccurate, to impute 
—for example, that the Stoics anticipate the structuralists on 
language, that Aristotle’s ontology can best be described as an 
“analogy of being,” or that the Epicureans discovered the 
derivative. I have shown, however, that the Stoics, Aristotle, and 
the Epicureans do say what Deleuze has them say after all, perhaps 
more so than has been perceived. They may have had their beards 
trimmed but they’re not thereby different thinkers. 

I began with his famous ambition of “reversing” or “overturning” 
Platonism. I showed how his claim that “being is difference” is 
related to how he understands a unique conception of non-being 
originating in Plato’s Sophist. In Deleuze the non-being (“?-being”) 
of difference, or what he calls the “being of the problematic,” and 
later, the “virtual,” is descended from what the dialogue’s 
interlocutors identify as “non-being that is in a sense, as difference.” 
I then turned to Deleuze’s reading of the Stoics, who were the first 
to “overturn Platonism” because they made this concept of non- 
being that is in a sense fundamental to their logic, philosophy of 
language, physics, and fatalism. They thus offered a transcendental 
account of genesis, Deleuze thinks, in which the relation between 
condition and conditioned is not one of resemblance, like the 
relation of a copy to a model, as Plato supposed. 

The three chapters on the Stoics defend Deleuze’s claim that the 
account of events in The Logic of Sense is derived in large part from 
the Stoics. Deleuze’s reading of the Stoics is actually consonant with 
those of other contemporary interpreters. In particular, although the 
construal of Stoic lekta as supporting a non-referential theory of 
semantics appears unlikely to succeed, the interpretation of lekta as 
events is well supported. The Stoics supply a conception of the 
compatibilities and incompatibilities among events independent of 
conceptual entailment or physical causality. Deleuze thinks this 
enables them to avoid treating events as the sterile by-products of 
relations among bodies and to treat them instead as possessing a 
certain power in relation to one another, embodied in conjunctive 
and disjunctive syntheses. Such syntheses model the “truth” 
(productivity) of problems that interests Deleuze more than the 
theory of truth as correspondence or mirroring. I also argued that 
the independence of events and their quasi-causal relations among 
one another can be understood in terms of the influence of 
historical contingency on thought. Relations among the senses of 


terms arise from irreducibly contingent historical relations. 
Strangely, the Stoics recognized this contingency in the context of 
their defense of fate. 

Deleuze’s interpretation of Plato’s Sophist is key to understanding 
his readings of both the Stoics and Plato’s other main conceptual 
legatee, Aristotle. Deleuze and Plato diverge when Plato insists that 
difference be predicated only relatively (pros allo), never in its own 
right or absolutely (auto kath’hauto). For Plato, saying that 
something is different always involves a reference to something 
from which it is different. Deleuze thinks this relative way of 
talking about difference has been characteristic of the Western 
philosophical tradition ever since, being as it were canonized by 
Aristotle’s conception of difference as diaphora (differentia), that is, 
as relative to the identity of a univocal genus. The view that 
Aristotle relativizes difference to identity is, however, complicated 
by his own admission that being is not a genus, which implies that 
differences in being can’t be understood on the model of synonymy 
or univocity. Nevertheless, Aristotle’s doctrine of the homonymy or 
equivocity of being acts as an elaborate prophylactic against 
recognizing a non-relative or absolutized sense of difference. 

Deleuze seems to collapse this conception of homonymy into the 
doctrine of analogy, and then insists that Aristotle’s theory of 
analogy reintroduces the assumption that being is identity after all, 
though now identity in representation. This interpretation of 
Aristotelian ontology raises more of a challenge than is typically 
recognized. Deleuze says that the pros hen or focally organized 
homonymy that Aristotle attributes to being relates differences in 
being to the same “distributive unity” as Aristotle’s doctrine of 
analogy does, even though analogy and homonymy are obviously 
distinct things in Aristotle. The best sense we can make of this, I 
claimed, is that Deleuze must think that the distributive unity of 
being, “in representation” or “in judgment” (as he puts it), is 
licensed by Aristotle’s failure to prove core-dependent homonymy 
in the case of being. Like Christopher Shields, Deleuze thinks 
Aristotle doesn’t establish the pros hen homonymy he claims to. 
While Shields thinks that Aristotle’s account fails because Aristotle 
can’t prove that being isn’t univocal, Deleuze thinks it fails because 
Aristotle can’t demonstrate that being isn’t excessively plurivocal. 
Different senses of being have nothing in common, so the relations 
among them are similar to the relations among distinct genera, 


which Aristotle thinks are related only by analogy. 

Aristotle’s metaphysics is joined to his conception of nature and 
matter in the Physics, where matter is characterized as being well 
behaved in its subordination to the forms or identities actualized in 
natural processes. Observable natural processes express this 
docility. Deleuze and Guattari’s alternative construal of such 
processes—what they call “stratification”’—is a direct response to 
Aristotle. It implies that Aristotle’s conception of matter and nature 
depends on an illusion whereby the products of a process are taken 
to be its principles. By comparing Deleuzoguattarian stratification 
with some of its theoretical source material (Simondon’s work on 
physicochemical individuation), I concluded that the conception of 
natural processes as stratifications (rather than the actualization of 
form) entails an ontological thesis related to the notions of non- 
being that is in a sense and the virtual: being resembles a 
supersaturated solution, or more generally, a metastable system. 
Such a state or system involves not one but two “scales of 
heterogeneous reality” and allows a real “problematic field” to 
emerge. For example, in the case of a supersaturated solution like 
carbonated water, these two scales are the actual intensive 
conditions in which COQ is dissolved in solution (e.g., at high 
pressure), on the one hand, and the solute’s and solvent’s virtual 
capacities for dissolving and being dissolved, on the other. 

The “being of the problematic” is, broadly speaking, the topic of 
the final three chapters on Epicurus. Even though Epicureanism 
presents a deeply un-Platonic and often explicitly anti-Aristotelian 
conception of nature, Deleuze treats it largely in terms of the theory 
of problematic ideas. I argued that Epicureanism is “problematic” 
for two reasons. First, it is problematic as opposed to theorematic, 
because the particular Epicurean geometrical theses associated with 
the doctrine of minima are inconsistent with ancient Greek 
geometrical orthodoxy, but nevertheless provide the inspiration for 
developments in Greek science. Epicureanism is also problematic in 
the sense that it embodies an “order of Ideas” similar to those in 
post-Kantian thinkers who used the conceptual resources of the 
differential calculus to rethink Kant’s identification of idea and 
problem. 

In particular, the clinamen or swerve that relates atoms in sensible 
aggregates (eiddla) emerges as an ancient analogue of the 
interpretation of the calculus according to which the differential 


relation embodies a pure qualitative relation independent of 
quantification. The swerve is both a relation among differential 
elements (infinitesimals) and an infinitesimal relation among 
genetic elements (atoms)—that is, a relation that occurs in a time 
smaller than the thinkable minimum. Thus, Deleuze says, 
Epicureanism had already offered an account of the intrinsic 
determination of ideas, in contrast to “Kantian extrinsicism,” which 
characterizes them as undetermined in relation to possible 
experience. Since Deleuze was already interpreting Epicureanism 
along these lines in 1961—as an account of “differentiation,” the 
specification of the content of problematic ideas as (virtual) 
differential relations and singularities—I suspect that this reading of 
Epicurus and Lucretius actually provides the foundation on which 
Deleuze builds his well-known readings of the history of the 
calculus, differential geometry, and post-Kantian thought. 

Experience presents us with problems, encounters that rouse our 
thinking from its conventional stupidity and stimulate its creativity. 
Such problems belong to “real experience,” as opposed to Kantian 
“possible experience,” only on the condition that problems (or 
problematic ideas) are not characterized negatively but are instead 
attributed some positive status. Deleuze uses the term “virtuality” to 
talk about the contents of the problematic idea and the conditions 
under which problems can be treated as positive or productive, as 
they are actualized in sensible composites. The concept of virtuality 
is bound up with Bergson’s critique of possibility, but insofar as the 
virtual denotes a condition that does not resemble what it 
conditions, it is a variant of the anti-Platonic usage of non-being 
that is in a sense. Interestingly, Deleuze takes this anti-Platonic 
requirement (no resemblance!) and offers a _ transcendental 
argument about the conditions of real experience: in order for 
experience to present us with unforeseeable diversity, as it really 
does, its conditions must be virtual. Although this style of argument 
is associated with Kant, I suspect that the argument may be 
modeled on the Epicurean transcendental arguments about the true 
infinity of the universe (pan apeiron) and the swerve. 

As I read him, Deleuze contends that the transcendental 
conditions of problems are virtual events. That is what guarantees 
that real experience can contain genuine problems or problematic 
ideas, which it “encounters,” instead of such ideas lying beyond 
possible experience. We can encounter something that animates our 


thinking because the condition of this thing we encounter—what it 
presupposes—is something that doesn’t resemble it at all. If this 
were not the case, we would not be able to encounter it as a 
problem, as something that we don’t recognize. Experience would 
be bereft of what Plato calls parakalounta, “provocatives.” Deleuze 
seems to think this is the case in Kant, for whom “possible 
experience,” organized by categories we are familiar with, is a 
totality. It is all we can ever hope to experience. 

So Deleuze thinks virtuality has a kind of epistemological value 
(or a “noological” value—relating to the study of images of 
thought). It also has an ontological value, in that virtuality is the 
“heterogeneous aspect” of reality that enables us to think about 
individuation in, so to speak, epigenetic rather than preformationist 
terms (i.e., not in terms of the anticipated formed individual), as 
“stratification” rather than the realization of possibilities that are, 
as it were, stored up in a “cupboard” before the fact, or the 
actualization of Aristotelian potentials that “yearn for” or anticipate 
their formal actualities. 

The insight of Deleuze’s conception of virtuality is to knit 
together the epistemological and physical registers: in the account 
of the two “halves of difference” in Difference and Repetition and the 
account of the philosophical plane of immanence in What is 
Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari say that the philosophical plane, 
which has a partly Epicurean inspiration insofar as it has to do with 
“infinite speed” (i.e., speed faster than the fastest conceivable finite 
speed), has two facets, nous and phusis, thought and nature. What 
we can learn from Deleuze’s use of ancient Greek physics in 
particular is that such interpenetration of thought and nature is 
typical of his thinking. He develops an account of historical 
contingency by means of a seemingly intellectual Stoic doctrine of 
linguistic meaning and an account of problematic ideas through an 
ostensibly physical thesis about the movement of atoms. All this 
goes to show that it is artificial to treat Deleuze’s noology (the study 
of images of thought) and philosophical physics (the study of 
images of nature) in isolation from one another. 


And 


I want to make one last point—one final parallel between the Stoics 
and Epicureans and, correspondingly, between thought and nature. 


In the introduction I promised to describe how the quest for another 
image of thought, which Deleuze never abandoned and pursued 
with the help of (among others) Hellenistic mediators, goes hand in 
hand with an image of nature. 

Conjunction is the main trope that Deleuze uses to link nous and 
phusis, noology and physics. His esteem for empiricism, for 
example, has to do with how it involves a “theory and practice of 
relations, of the AND” (D 14-15). The little word “and,” as the sign 
of conjunctive synthesis, is crucial to Deleuze’s alternative image of 
thought; there is no thinking that isn’t provoked, moved to action or 
brought to life, by its conjunctions with the external, the 
unexpected or unprefigured. The parallel image of nature can be 
characterized in the same way. Although in a late interview, he 
admits that he has only been “circling” around a concept of 
“nature,” and his promise of writing a “philosophy of nature” with 
Guattari was never completely realized, Deleuze does talk directly 
about “nature” occasionally. When he does so, he tends to describe 
it as conjunctive or paratactic—that is, “expressing itself through 
‘and’ rather than ‘is’”” (LS 267). 

The contrast between “and” and “is” is, I think, fundamentally 
the contrast between parataxis and hypotaxis in grammar. 
Hypotaxis is the principle of hierarchization. For example, 
hypotactic sentence structure is characterized by subordinate 
clauses and subordinating conjunctions. “And” is, in contrast, the 
paradigm of a coordinating conjunction and characterizes paratactic 
language by linking multiple terms or phrases with connections that 
are non-hierarchical. For Deleuze, the difference between “is” and 
“and” is, however, more general than grammar. The contrast 
provides a way of speaking about the whole history of the 
philosophical conception of relations. Deleuze thinks that 
philosophy has usually followed grammar, as well as the whole of 
syllogistic logic, in working to subordinate relations, or to make all 
relations subordinations (D 57). According to this way of thinking, 
even though conjunction is what “subtends all relations” (D 57), it 
takes a back seat to hypotaxis and one kind of relation in particular, 
that of falling under a class. 

Arnaud Villani is right, at least in part, to see in Deleuze’s 
ambition to “substitute the AND for the IS” (D 57) a rejection of 
Aristotelian category logic in favor of Stoic propositional or 
statement logic (1999). But if Villani’s point is that category logic 


should be made a proper subset of statement logic (the strategy of 
modern logic since Frege), then this distorts Deleuze’s view. For, as 
Deleuze puts it, 


It is not enough to create a logic of relations, to 
recognize the rights of the judgment of relation 
as an autonomous sphere, distinct from 
judgments of existence and attribution. For 
nothing as yet prevents relations as they are 
detected in conjunctions ... from remaining 
subordinate to the verb to be. (D 56-7) 


In fact, “recognizing the rights of the judgment of relation” is 
precisely what Deleuze accuses Aristotle of doing in the context of 
the philosophy of difference. Although Aristotle recognizes that 
differences in being are not related to a unified genus, he tries to 
unify them by analogy in representation or in judgment. Instead of 
looking to judgment or representation, Deleuze argues we need to 
find the necessary condition of relation in general (and experience 
as a kind of relation) in paratactic conjunction—which is to say in 
difference itself. He proceeds by way of a transcendental argument 
that should sound familiar: 


The AND is not even a specific relation or 
conjunction, it is that which subtends all 
relations, the path of all relations, which makes 
relations shoot outside their terms and outside 
the set of their terms, and outside everything 
which could be determined as Being, One, or 
Whole. (D 57) 


The “and” of difference is presupposed by the diversity of relations. 
(Recall, “Diversity is given, but difference is that by which the given 
is given ... as diverse”: DR 222). If there were any doubt that the 
argument about “and” here recapitulates the (transcendental) 
arguments about difference in Difference and Repetition, Deleuze 


adds: “The AND as extra-being, inter-being” (D 57). In other words, 
the “and” is non-being that is in a sense as difference, “?-being,” or 
the “being of the problematic.” 

This critique of logic is still, however, a characterization of 
thought. What about nature? In my view, Deleuze never really 
renounced his early Epicurean portrayal of phusis: “Nature as the 
production of the diverse can only be an infinite sum, that is, a sum 
which does not totalize its own elements.” Significantly, the passage 
continues, “Nature is not attributive, but rather conjunctive: it 
expresses itself through ‘and,’ and not through ‘is’”” (LS 267). Why 
does Deleuze say that nature is conjunctive and not “attributive”? 
He is imputing to Epicurean physics a corollary of the position he 
later calls the Stoic theory of events. In The Fold, Deleuze says that 
both the Stoics and Leibniz displace the verb “to be” in a “radical 
critique of the attributive scheme” (F 76; cf. D 64). In other words, 
the Stoics provide a logic alternative to that which subordinates 
relations to the logical function of the copula. The difference lies in 
the way that the Stoics (and Leibniz) treat predicates as events 
rather than attributes (F 53). Attributes are linked to subjects by the 
copula. Events, on the other hand, are aspects or “manners of 
being.” For the Stoics, the usual understanding of predication, 
where the copula links a subject to an attribute (e.g., “the tree is 
green”), implies that the subject persists unchanged by the 
application of the predicate, or that it remains in principle 
separable. This is a misleading implication of the grammatical form 
that is then canonized in syllogistic logic. When, alternatively, 
predication is expressed in something like the form “the tree 
greens,” the unwelcome implication is lessened. Rather than an 
attribute attributed to a subject or a state of being, a predicate 
becomes a movement or change and the self-identity and stability of 
the (logical-grammatical) subject is no longer implied. As Deleuze 
puts it, the error of attribution lies in failing to recognize that “I can 
no more reduce ‘I travel’ to ‘I am a traveling being’ than I can 
reduce ‘I think’ to ‘I am a thinking being.’” Likewise, he continues, 
“Thought is not a constant attribute, but a predicate passing 
endlessly from one thought to another” (F 53), and this inconstancy 
applies to all predicates. 

According to Deleuze, the logical (or noological) error exposed by 
the Stoic logic of events is also an error endemic to thinking about 
nature corrected by Epicurean physics. Whenever Deleuze contrasts 


“and” and “is,” even in the physical register, the contrast is 
implicitly with attribution. Deleuze and Guattari indicate as much 
in some of their most famous passages about the “rhizome,” a 
conjunctive image of both thought and nature, in contrast to the 
attributive “arboreal” image: 


The tree is already the image of the world, or the 
root the image of the world-tree . ... One 
becomes two: whenever we encounter this 
formula ... what we have before us is the most 
classical and well reflected, oldest and weariest 
kind of thought. Nature doesn’t work that way: 
in nature, roots are taproots with a more 
multiple, lateral, and circular system of 
ramification, rather than a dichotomous one. 
Thought lags behind nature. (TP 5) 


The arboreal conception of nature is like the attributive image of 
thought. It proceeds as if natural changes were always 
modifications of a subject and relative to it, or as if predicates were 
always predicated of something stable, self-identical, and enduring. 
Yet this attributive image “lags behind nature.” Natural relations, if 
they are going to explain the genesis of entities, must be paratactic 
rather than hypotactic. Just as the history of philosophy (the 
“universal thought flow”) presents a flux of concepts and problems 
that galvanize thinking, nature is a rhizome with “no beginning or 
end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing” (TP 23). 
Like the Stoic logic of events, the rhizome is conjunctive: 


The tree imposes the verb “to be,” but the fabric 
of the rhizome is the conjunction, “and ... and 

. and ... .” This conjunction carries enough 
fore to shake and uproot the verb “to be.” (TP 
25) 


These “ands” reach out into the unknown, to encounter what is 


unrecognized, unexpected, “provocative.” Just as the possibilities of 
thought are not exhausted in its dogmatic image, relations in nature 
are not restricted to the changes that befall a unified, self-identical, 
completely actual entity. As Deleuze and Guattari put it, “Nature 
doesn’t work that way.” 
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